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1 
The Princess & The Witch 


Sophie had waited all her life to be kidnapped. 

But tonight, all the other children of Gavaldon writhed in their beds. If the School Master took 
them, they’d never return. Never lead a full life. Never see their family again. Tonight these 
children dreamt of a red-eyed thief with the body of a beast, come to rip them from their sheets 
and stifle their screams. 





Sophie dreamt of princes instead. 

She had arrived at a castle ball thrown in her honor, only to find the hall filled with a hundred 
suitors and no other girls in sight. Here for the first time were boys who deserved her, she 
thought as she walked the line. Hair shiny and thick, muscles taut through shirts, skin smooth 
and tan, beautiful and attentive like princes should be. But just as she came to one who seemed 
better than the rest, with brilliant blue eyes and ghostly white hair, the one who felt like Happily 
Ever After... a hammer broke through the walls of the room and smashed the princes to shards. 


Sophie’s eyes opened to morning. The hammer was real. The princes were not. 

“Father, if I don’t sleep nine hours, my eyes look swollen.” 

“Everyone’s prattling on that you’re to be taken this year,” her father said, nailing a misshapen 
bar over her bedroom window, now completely obscured by locks, spikes, and screws. “They tell 
me to shear your hair, muddy up your face, as if I believe all this fairy-tale hogwash. But no 
one’s getting in here tonight. That’s for sure.” He pounded a deafening crack as exclamation. 

Sophie rubbed her ears and frowned at her once lovely window, now something you'd see in a 
witch’s den. “Locks. Why didn’t anyone think of that before?” 

“I don’t know why they all think it’s you,” he said, silver hair slicked with sweat. “If it’s 
goodness that School Master fellow wants, he’ll take Gunilda’s daughter.” 

Sophie tensed. “Belle?” 

“Perfect child that one is,” he said. “Brings her father home-cooked lunches at the mill. Gives 
the leftovers to the poor hag in the square.” 

Sophie heard the edge in her father’s voice. She had never once cooked a full meal for him, 
even after her mother died. Naturally she had good reason (the oil and smoke would clog her 
pores) but she knew it was a sore point. This didn’t mean her father had gone hungry. Instead, 
she offered him her own favorite foods: mashed beets, broccoli stew, boiled asparagus, steamed 
spinach. He hadn’t ballooned into a blimp like Belle’s father, precisely because she hadn’t 
brought him home-cooked lamb fricassees and cheese soufflés at the mill. As for the poor hag in 
the square, that old crone, despite claiming hunger day after day, was fat. And if Belle had 
anything to do with it, then she wasn’t good at all, but the worst kind of evil. 

Sophie smiled back at her father. “Like you said, it’s all hogwash.” She swept out of bed and 
slammed the bathroom door. 

She studied her face in the mirror. The rude awakening had taken its toll. Her waist-long hair, 
the color of spun gold, didn’t have its usual sheen. Her jade-green eyes looked faded, her 
luscious red lips a touch dry. Even the glow of her creamy peach skin had dulled. But still a 
princess, she thought. Her father couldn’t see she was special, but her mother had. “You are too 
beautiful for this world, Sophie,” she said with her last breaths. Her mother had gone somewhere 
better and now so would she. 

Tonight she would be taken into the woods. Tonight she would begin a new life. Tonight she 
would live out her fairy tale. 

And now she needed to look the part. 

To begin, she rubbed fish eggs into her skin, which smelled of dirty feet but warded off spots. 
Then she massaged in pumpkin puree, rinsed with goat’s milk, and soaked her face in a mask of 
melon and turtle egg yolk. As she waited for the mask to dry, Sophie flipped through a storybook 
and sipped on cucumber juice to keep her skin dewy soft. She skipped to her favorite part of the 
story, where the wicked hag is rolled down a hill in a nail-spiked barrel, until all that remains is 
her bracelet made of little boys’ bones. Gazing at the gruesome bracelet, Sophie felt her thoughts 
drift to cucumbers. Suppose there were no cucumbers in the woods? Suppose other princesses 
had depleted the supply? No cucumbers! She’d shrivel, she’d wither, she’d— 

Dried melon flakes fell to the page. She turned to the mirror and saw her brow creased in 
worry. First ruined sleep and now wrinkles. At this rate she’d be a hag by afternoon. She relaxed 
her face and banished thoughts of vegetables. 

As for the rest of Sophie’s beauty routine, it could fill a dozen storybooks (suffice it to say it 
included goose feathers, pickled potatoes, horse hooves, cream of cashews, and a vial of cow’s 


blood). Two hours of rigorous grooming later, she stepped from the house in a breezy pink dress, 
sparkling glass heels, and hair in an impeccable braid. She had one last day before the School 
Master’s arrival and planned to use each and every minute to remind him why she, and not Belle 
or Tabitha or Sabrina or any other impostor, should be kidnapped. 


Sophie’s best friend lived in a cemetery. Given her loathing of things grim, gray, and poorly lit, 
one would expect Sophie to host visits at her cottage or find a new best friend. But instead, she 
had climbed to the house atop Graves Hill every day this week, careful to maintain a smile on 
her face, since that was the point of a good deed after all. 

To get there, she had to walk nearly a mile from the bright lakeside cottages, with green eaves 
and sun-drenched turrets, towards the gloomy edges of the forest. Sounds of hammering echoed 
through cottage lanes as she passed fathers boarding up doors, mothers stuffing scarecrows, boys 
and girls hunched on porches, noses buried in storybooks. The last sight wasn’t unusual, for 
children in Gavaldon did little besides read their fairy tales. But today Sophie noticed their eyes, 
wild, frenzied, scouring each page as if their lives depended on it. Four years ago, she had seen 
the same desperation to avoid the curse, but it wasn’t her turn then. The School Master took only 
those past their twelfth year, those who could no longer disguise as children. 

Now her turn had come. 

As she slogged up Graves Hill, picnic basket in hand, Sophie felt her thighs burn. Had these 
climbs thickened her legs? All the princesses in storybooks had the same perfect proportions; 
thick thighs were as unlikely as a hooked nose or big feet. Feeling anxious, Sophie distracted 
herself by counting her good deeds from the day before. First, she had fed the lake’s geese a 
blend of lentils and leeks (a natural laxative to offset cheese thrown by oafish children). Then she 
had donated homemade lemonwood face wash to the town orphanage (for, as she insisted to the 
befuddled benefactor, “Proper skin care is the greatest deed of all.”). Finally she had put up a 
mirror in the church toilet, so people could return to the pews looking their best. Was this 
enough? Did these compete with baking homemade pies and feeding homeless hags? Her 
thoughts shifted nervously to cucumbers. Perhaps she could sneak a private supply into the 
woods. She still had plenty of time to pack before nightfall. But weren’t cucumbers heavy? 
Would the school send footmen? Perhaps she should juice them before she— 

“Where you going?” 

Sophie turned. Radley smiled at her with buckteeth and anemically red hair. He lived nowhere 
near Graves Hill but made it a habit to stalk her all hours of the day. 

“To see a friend,” said Sophie. 

“Why are you friends with the witch?” said Radley. 

“She’s not a witch.” 

“She has no friends and she’s queer. That makes her a witch.” 

Sophie refrained from pointing out this made Radley a witch too. Instead she smiled to remind 
him she’d already done her good deed by enduring his presence. 

“The School Master will take her for Evil School,” he said. “Then you’ ll need a new friend.” 

“He takes two children,” Sophie said, jaw tightening. 

“He’ll take Belle for the other one. No one’s as good as Belle.” 

Sophie’s smile evaporated. 

“But I’ll be your new friend,” said Radley. 

“I'm full on friends at the moment,” Sophie snapped. 


Radley turned the color of a raspberry. “Oh, right—I just thought—” He fled like a kicked dog. 

Sophie watched his straggly hair recede down the hill. Oh, you’ve really done it now, she 
thought. Months of good deeds and forced smiles and now she’d ruined it for runty Radley. Why 
not make his day? Why not simply answer, “I’d be honored to have you as my friend!” and give 
the idiot a moment he’d relive for years? She knew it was the prudent thing to do, since the 
School Master must be judging her as closely as St. Nicholas the night before Christmas. But she 
couldn’t do it. She was beautiful, Radley was ugly. Only a villain would delude him. Surely the 
School Master would understand that. 

Sophie pulled open the rusted cemetery gates and felt weeds scratch at her legs. Across the 
hilltop, moldy headstones forked haphazardly from dunes of dead leaves. Squeezing between 
dark tombs and decaying branches, Sophie kept careful count of the rows. She had never looked 
at her mother’s grave, even at the funeral, and she wouldn’t start today. As she passed the sixth 
row, she glued her eyes to a weeping birch and reminded herself where she’d be a day from now. 

In the middle of the thickest batch of tombs stood 1 Graves Hill. The house wasn’t boarded up 
or bolted shut like the cottages by the lake, but that didn’t make it any more inviting. The steps 
leading up to the porch glowed mildew green. Dead birches and vines wormed their way around 
dark wood, and the sharply angled roof, black and thin, loomed like a witch’s hat. 

As she climbed the moaning porch steps, Sophie tried to ignore the smell, a mix of garlic and 
wet cat, and averted her eyes from the headless birds sprinkled around, no doubt the victims of 
the latter. 

She knocked on the door and prepared for a fight. 

“Go away,” came the gruff voice. 

“That’s no way to speak to your best friend,” Sophie cooed. 

“You’re not my best friend.” 

“Who is, then?” Sophie asked, wondering if Belle had somehow made her way to Graves Hill. 

“None of your business.” 

Sophie took a deep breath. She didn’t want another Radley incident. “We had such a good time 
yesterday, Agatha. I thought we’d do it again.” 

“You dyed my hair orange.” 

“But we fixed it, didn’t we?” 

“You always test your creams and potions on me just to see how they work.” 

“Isn’t that what friends are for?” Sophie said. “To help each other?” 

“Pll never be as pretty as you.” 

Sophie tried to find something nice to say. She took too long and heard shoes stomp away. 

“That doesn’t mean we can’t be friends!” Sophie called. 

A familiar cat, bald and wrinkled, growled at her across the porch. She whipped back to the 
door. “I brought biscuits!” 

Shoesteps stopped. “Real ones or ones you made?” 

Sophie shrank from the slinking cat. “Fluffy and buttery, just like you love 

The cat hissed. 

“Agatha, let me in—” 

“You'll say I smell.” 

“You don’t smell.” 

“Then why’d you say it last time?” 

“Because you smelled last time! Agatha, the cat’s spitting—” 
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“Maybe it smells ulterior motives.” 

The cat bared claws. 

“Agatha, open the door!” 

It pounced at her face. Sophie screamed. A hand stabbed between them and swatted the cat 
down. 

Sophie looked up. 

“Reaper ran out of birds,” said Agatha. 

Her hideous dome of black hair looked like it was coated in oil. Her hulking black dress, 
shapeless as a potato sack, couldn’t hide freakishly pale skin and jutting bones. Ladybug eyes 
bulged from her sunken face. 

“T thought we’d go for a walk,” Sophie said. 

Agatha leaned against the door. “I’m still trying to figure out why you’re friends with me.” 

“Because you’re sweet and funny,” said Sophie. 

“My mother says I’m bitter and grumpy,” said Agatha. “So one of you is lying.” 

She reached into Sophie’s basket and pulled back the napkin to reveal dry, butterless bran 
biscuits. Agatha gave Sophie a withering stare and retreated into the house. 

“So we can’t take a walk?” Sophie asked. 

Agatha started to close the door but then saw her crestfallen face. As if Sophie had looked 
forward to their walk as much as she had. 

“A short one.” Agatha trudged past her. “But if you say anything smug or stuck-up or shallow, 
I’ll have Reaper follow you home.” 

Sophie ran after her. “But then I can’t talk!” 

After four years, the dreaded eleventh night of the eleventh month had arrived. In the late-day 
sun, the square had become a hive of preparation for the School Master’s arrival. The men 
sharpened swords, set traps, and plotted the night’s guard, while the women lined up the children 
and went to work. Handsome ones had their hair lopped off, teeth blackened, and clothes 
shredded to rags; homely ones were scrubbed, swathed in bright colors, and fitted with veils. 
Mothers begged the best-behaved children to curse or kick their sisters, the worst were bribed to 
pray in the church, while the rest in line were led in choruses of the village anthem: “Blessed Are 
the Ordinary.” 

Fear swelled into a contagious fog. In a dim alley, the butcher and blacksmith traded 
storybooks for clues to save their sons. Beneath the crooked clock tower, two sisters listed fairy- 
tale villain names to hunt for patterns. A group of boys chained their bodies together, a few girls 
hid on the school roof, and a masked child jumped from bushes to spook his mother, earning a 
spanking on the spot. Even the homeless hag got into the act, hopping before a meager fire, 
croaking, “Burn the storybooks! Burn them all!” But no one listened and no books were burned. 

Agatha gawped at all this in disbelief. “How can a whole town believe in fairy tales?” 

“Because they’re real.” 

Agatha stopped walking. “You can’t actually believe the legend is true.” 

“Of course I do,” said Sophie. 

“That a School Master kidnaps two children, takes them to a school where one learns Good, 
one learns Evil, and they graduate into fairy tales?” 

“Sounds about right.” 

“Tell me if you see an oven.” 

“Why?” 


“T want to put my head in it. And what, pray tell, do they teach at this school exactly?” 

“Well, in the School for Good, they teach boys and girls like me how to become heroes and 
princesses, how to rule kingdoms justly, how to find Happily Ever After,” Sophie said. “In the 
School for Evil, they teach you how to become wicked witches and humpbacked trolls, how to 
lay curses and cast evil spells.” 

“Evil spells?” Agatha cackled. “Who came up with this? A four-year-old?” 

“Agatha, the proof’s in the storybooks! You can see the missing children in the drawings! Jack, 
Rose, Rapunzel—they all got their own tales—” 

“I don’t see anything, because I don’t read dumb storybooks.” 

“Then why is there a stack by your bed?” Sophie asked. 

Agatha scowled. “Look, who’s to say the books are even real? Maybe it’s the bookseller’s 
prank. Maybe it’s the Elders’ way to keep children out of the woods. Whatever the explanation, 
it isn’t a School Master and it isn’t evil spells.” 

“So who’s kidnapping the children?” 

“No one. Every four years, two idiots sneak into the woods, hoping to scare their parents, only 
to get lost or eaten by wolves, and there you have it, the legend continues.” 

“That’s the stupidest explanation I’ve ever heard.” 

“T don’t think I’m the stupid one here,” Agatha said. 

There was something about being called stupid that set Sophie’s blood aflame. 

“You’re just scared,” she said. 

“Right,” Agatha laughed. “And why would I be scared?” 

“Because you know you’re coming with me.” 

Agatha stopped laughing. Then her gaze moved past Sophie into the square. The villagers were 
staring at them like the solution to a mystery. Good in pink, Evil in black. The School Master’s 
perfect pair. 

Frozen still, Agatha watched dozens of scared eyes bore into her. Her first thought was that 
after tomorrow she and Sophie could take their walks in peace. Next to her, Sophie watched 
children memorize her face in case it appeared in their storybooks one day. Her first thought was 
whether they looked at Belle the same way. 

Then, through the crowd, she saw her. 

Head shaved, dress filthy, Belle kneeled in dirt, frantically muddying her own face. Sophie 
drew a breath. For Belle was just like the others. She wanted a mundane marriage to a man who 
would grow fat, lazy, and demanding. She wanted monotonous days of cooking, cleaning, 
sewing. She wanted to shovel dung and milk sheep and slaughter squealing pigs. She wanted to 
rot in Gavaldon until her skin was liver-spotted and her teeth fell out. The School Master would 
never take Belle because Belle wasn’t a princess. She was... nothing. 

Victorious, Sophie beamed back at the pathetic villagers and basked in their stares like shiny 
mirrors— 

“Let’s go,” said Agatha. 

Sophie turned. Agatha’s eyes were locked on the mob. 

“Where?” 

“Away from people.” 


As the sun weakened to a red orb, two girls, one beautiful, one ugly, sat side by side on the shore 
of a lake. Sophie packed cucumbers in a silk pouch, while Agatha flicked lit matches into the 


water. After the tenth match, Sophie threw her a look. 

“Tt relaxes me,” Agatha said. 

Sophie tried to make room for the last cucumber. “Why would someone like Belle want to stay 
here? Who would choose this over a fairy tale?” 

“And who would choose to leave their family forever?” Agatha snorted. 

“Except me, you mean,” said Sophie. 

They fell silent. 

“Do you ever wonder where your father went?” Sophie asked. 

“T told you. He left after I was born.” 

“But where would he go? We’re surrounded by woods! To suddenly disappear like that . . .” 
Sophie spun. “Maybe he found a way into the stories! Maybe he found a magic portal! Maybe 
he’s waiting for you on the other side!” 

“Or maybe he went back to his wife, pretended I never happened, and died ten years ago in a 
mill accident.” 

Sophie bit her lip and went back to cucumbers. 

“Your mother’s never at home when I visit.” 

“She goes into town now,” said Agatha. “Not enough patients at the house. Probably the 
location.” 

“Pm sure that’s it,” Sophie said, knowing no one would trust Agatha’s mother to treat diaper 
rash, let alone illness. “I don’t think a graveyard makes people all that comfortable.” 

“Graveyards have their benefits,” Agatha said. “No nosy neighbors. No drop-in salesmen. No 
fishy ‘friends’ bearing face masks and diet cookies, telling you you’re going to Evil School in 
Magic Fairy Land.” She flicked a match with relish. 

Sophie put down her cucumber. “So I’m fishy now.” 

“Who asked you to show up? I was perfectly fine alone.” 

“You always let me in.” 

“Because you always seem so lonely,” said Agatha. “And I feel sorry for you.” 

“Sorry for me?” Sophie’s eyes flashed. “You’re lucky that someone would come see you when 
no one else will. You’re lucky that someone like me would be your friend. You’re lucky that 
someone like me is such a good person.” 

“T knew it!” Agatha flared. “I’m your Good Deed! Just a pawn in your stupid fantasy!” 

Sophie didn’t say anything for a long time. 

“Maybe I became your friend to impress the School Master,” she confessed finally. “But 
there’s more to it now.” 

“Because I found you out,” Agatha grumbled. 

“Because I like you.” 

Agatha turned to her. 

“No one understands me here,” Sophie said, looking at her hands. “But you do. You see who I 
am. That’s why I kept coming back. You’re not my good deed anymore, Agatha.” 

Sophie gazed up at her. “You’re my friend.” 

Agatha’s neck flushed red. 

“What’s wrong?” Sophie frowned. 

Agatha hunched into her dress. “It’s just, um... I—I’m, uh . . . not used to friends.” 

Sophie smiled and took her hand. “Well, now we’ll be friends at our new school.” 

Agatha groaned and pulled away. “Say I sink to your intelligence level and pretend to believe 


all this. Why am I going to villain school? Why has everyone elected me the Mistress of Evil?” 

“No one says you’re evil, Agatha,” Sophie sighed. “You’re just different.” 

Agatha narrowed her eyes. “Different how?” 

“Well, for starters, you only wear black.” 

“Because it doesn’t get dirty.” 

“You don’t ever leave your house.” 

“People don’t look at me there.” 

“For the Create-a-Tale Competition, your story ended with Snow White eaten by vultures and 
Cinderella drowning herself in a tub.” 

“T thought it was a better ending.” 

“You gave me a dead frog for my birthday!” 

“To remind you we all die and end up rotting underground eaten by maggots so we should 
enjoy our birthdays while we have them. I found it thoughtful.” 

“Agatha, you dressed as a bride for Halloween.” 

“Weddings are scary.” 

Sophie gaped at her. 

“Fine. So Pm a little different,” Agatha glared. “So what?” 

Sophie hesitated. “Well, it’s just that in fairy tales, different usually turns out, um . . . evil.” 

“You’re saying I’m going to turn out a Grand Witch,” said Agatha, hurt. 

“Pm saying whatever happens, you’ll have a choice,” Sophie said gently. “Both of us will 
choose how our fairy tale ends.” 

Agatha said nothing for a while. Then she touched Sophie’s hand. “Why is it you want to leave 
here so badly? That you’d believe in stories you know aren’t true?” 

Sophie met Agatha’s big, sincere eyes. For the first time, she let in the tides of doubt. 

“Because I can’t live here,” Sophie said, voice catching. “I can’t live an ordinary life.” 

“Funny,” said Agatha. “That’s why I like you.” 

Sophie smiled. “Because you can’t either?” 

“Because you make me feel ordinary,” Agatha said. “And that's the only thing I’ve ever 
wanted.” 

The tenor-tolled clock sang darkly in the valley, six or seven, for they had lost track of time. 
And as the echoes faded into the buzz of the distant square, both Sophie and Agatha made a 
wish. That one day from now, they’d still be in the company of the other. 

Wherever that was. 


2 
The Art of Kidnapping 


By the time the sun extinguished, the children were long locked away. Through bedroom 


shutters, they peeked at torch-armed fathers, sisters, grandmothers lined around the dark forest, 
daring the School Master to cross their ring of fire. 








But while shivering children tightened their window screws, Sophie prepared to undo hers. She 
wanted this kidnapping to be as convenient as possible. Barricaded in her room, she laid out 
hairpins, tweezers, nail files and went to work. 


The first kidnappings happened two hundred years before. Some years it was two boys taken, 
some years two girls, sometimes one of each. The ages were just as fickle; one could be sixteen, 
the other fourteen, or both just turned twelve. But if at first the choices seemed random, soon the 
pattern became clear. One was always beautiful and good, the child every parent wanted as their 
own. The other was homely and odd, an outcast from birth. An opposing pair, plucked from 
youth and spirited away. 

Naturally the villagers blamed bears. No one had ever seen a bear in Gavaldon, but this made 
them more determined to find one. Four years later, when two more children vanished, the 
villagers admitted they should have been more specific and declared black bears the culprit, 
bears so black they blended with the night. But when children continued to disappear every four 
years, the village shifted their attention to burrowing bears, then phantom bears, then bears in 
disguise . . . until it became clear it wasn’t bears at all. 

But while frantic villagers spawned new theories (the Sinkhole Theory, the Flying Cannibal 


Theory) the children of Gavaldon began to notice something suspicious. As they studied the 
dozens of Missing posters tacked up in the square, the faces of these lost boys and girls looked 
oddly familiar. That’s when they opened up their storybooks and found the kidnapped children. 

Jack, taken a hundred years before, hadn’t aged a bit. Here he was, painted with the same 
moppy hair, pinked dimples, and crooked smile that had made him so popular with the girls of 
Gavaldon. Only now he had a beanstalk in his back garden and a weakness for magic beans. 
Meanwhile, Angus, the pointy-eared, freckled hooligan who had vanished with Jack that same 
year, had transformed into a pointy-eared, freckled giant at the top of Jack’s beanstalk. The two 
boys had found their way into a fairy tale. But when the children presented the Storybook 
Theory, the adults responded as adults most often do. They patted the children’s heads and 
returned to sinkholes and cannibals. 

But then the children showed them more familiar faces. Taken fifty years before, sweet Anya 
now sat on moonlit rocks in a painting as the Little Mermaid, while cruel Estra had become the 
devious sea witch. Philip, the priest’s upright son, had grown into the Cunning Little Tailor, 
while pompous Gula spooked children as the Witch of the Wood. Scores of children, kidnapped 
in pairs, had found new lives in a storybook world. One as Good. One as Evil. 

The books came from Mr. Deauville’s Storybook Shop, a musty nook between Battersby’s 
Bakery and the Pickled Pig Pub. The problem, of course, was where old Mr. Deauville got his 
storybooks. 

Once a year, on a morning he could not predict, he would arrive at his shop to find a box of 
books waiting inside. Four brand-new fairy tales, one copy of each. Mr. Deauville would hang a 
sign on his shop door: “Closed Until Further Notice.” Then he’d huddle in his back room day 
after day, diligently copying the new tales by hand until he had enough books for every child in 
Gavaldon. As for the mysterious originals, they’d appear one morning in his shop window, a sign 
that Mr. Deauville had finished his exhausting task at last. He’d open his doors to a three-mile 
line that snaked through the square, down hillslopes, around the lake, jammed with children 
thirsting for new stories, and parents desperate to see if any of the missing had made it into this 
year’s tales. 

Needless to say, the Council of Elders had plenty of questions for Mr. Deauville. When asked 
who sent the books, Mr. Deauville said he hadn’t the faintest idea. When asked how long the 
books had been appearing, Mr. Deauville said he couldn’t remember a time when the books did 
not appear. When asked whether he’d ever questioned this magical appearance of books, Mr. 
Deauville replied: “Where else would storybooks come from?” 

Then the Elders noticed something else about Mr. Deauville’s storybooks. All the villages in 
them looked just like Gavaldon. The same lakeshore cottages and colorful eaves. The same 
purple and green tulips along thin dirt roads. The same crimson carriages, wood-front shops, 
yellow schoolhouse, and leaning clock tower, only drawn as fantasy in a land far, far away. 
These storybook villages existed for only one purpose: to begin a fairy tale and to end it. 
Everything between the beginning and end happened in the dark, endless woods that surrounded 
the town. 

That’s when they noticed that Gavaldon too was surrounded by dark, endless woods. 

Back when the children first started to disappear, villagers stormed the forest to find them, only 
to be repelled by storms, floods, cyclones, and falling trees. When they finally braved their way 
through, they found a town hiding beyond the trees and vengefully besieged it, only to discover it 
was their own. Indeed, no matter where the villagers entered the woods, they came out right 


where they started. The woods, it seemed, had no intention of returning their children. And one 
day they found out why. 

Mr. Deauville had finished unpacking that year’s storybooks when he noticed a large smudge 
hiding in the box’s fold. He touched his finger to it and discovered the smudge was wet with ink. 
Looking closer, he saw it was a seal with an elaborate crest of a black swan and a white swan. 
On the crest were three letters: 


S.G.E. 


There was no need for him to guess what these letters meant. It said so in the banner beneath 
the crest. Small black words that told the village where its children had gone: 


THE SCHOOL FOR GOOD AND EVIL 


The kidnappings continued, but now the thief had a name. 
They called him the School Master. 


A few minutes after ten, Sophie pried the last lock off the window and cracked open the shutters. 
She could see to the forest edge, where her father, Stefan, stood with the rest of the perimeter 
guard. But instead of looking anxious like the others, he was smiling, hand on the widow 
Honora’s shoulder. Sophie grimaced. What her father saw in that woman, she had no idea. Once 
upon a time, her mother had been as flawless as a storybook queen. Honora, meanwhile, had a 
small head, round body, and looked like a turkey. 

Her father whispered mischievously into the widow’s ear and Sophie’s cheeks burned. If it 
were Honora’s two little sons who might be taken, he’d be serious as death. True, Stefan had 
locked her in at sundown, given her a kiss, dutifully acted the loving father. But Sophie knew the 
truth. She had seen it in his face every day of her life. Her father didn’t love her. Because she 
wasn’t a boy. Because she didn’t remind him of himself. 

Now he wanted to marry that beast. Five years after her mother’s death, it wouldn’t be seen as 
improper or callous. A simple exchange of vows and he’d have two sons, a new family, a fresh 
start. But he needed his daughter’s blessing first for the Elders to allow it. The few times he tried, 
Sophie changed the subject or loudly chopped cucumbers or smiled the way she did at Radley. 
Her father hadn’t mentioned Honora again. 

Let the coward marry her when I’m gone, she thought, glaring at him through the shutters. 
Only when she was gone would he appreciate her. Only when she was gone would he know no 
one could replace her. And only when she was gone would he see he had spawned much more 
than a son. 

He had borne a princess. 

On her windowsill, Sophie laid out gingerbread hearts for the School Master with delicate care. 
For the first time in her life, she’d made them with sugar and butter. These were special, after all. 
A message to say she’d come willingly. 

Sinking into her pillow, she closed her eyes on widows, fathers, and wretched Gavaldon and 
with a smile counted the seconds to midnight. 


As soon as Sophie’s head vanished beneath the window, Agatha shoved the gingerbread hearts in 


her mouth. Only thing these will invite are rats, she thought, crumbs dribbling on her black 
clump shoes. She yawned and set on her way as the town clock inched past the quarter hour. 

Upon leaving Sophie after their walk, Agatha had started home only to have visions of Sophie 
darting into the woods to find this School for Fools and Crackpots and ending up gored by a 
boar. So she returned to Sophie’s garden and waited behind a tree, listening as Sophie undid her 
window (singing a birdbrained song about princes), packed her bags (now singing about wedding 
bells), put on makeup and her finest dress (“Everybody Loves a Princess in Pink”?!), and finally 
(finally!) tucked herself into bed. Agatha mashed the last crumbs with her clump and trudged 
towards the cemetery. Sophie was safe and would wake up tomorrow feeling like a fool. Agatha 
wouldn’t rub it in. Sophie would need her even more now and she would be there for her. Here 
in this safe, secluded world, the two of them would make their own paradise. 

As Agatha tramped up the slope, she noticed an arc of darkness in the forest’s torch-lit border. 
Apparently the guards responsible for the cemetery had decided what lived inside wasn’t worth 
protecting. For as long as Agatha could remember, she’d had a talent for making people go 
away. Kids fled from her like a vampire bat. Adults clung to walls as she passed, afraid she 
might curse them. Even the grave keepers on the hill bolted at the sight of her. With each new 
year, the whispers in town grew louder— “witch,” “villain,” “Evil School”—until she looked 
for excuses not to go out. First days, then weeks, until she haunted her graveyard house like a 
ghost. 

There were plenty of ways to entertain herself at first. She wrote poems (“It’s a Miserable 
Life” and “Heaven Is a Cemetery” were her best), drew portraits of Reaper that frightened mice 
more than the real cat did, and even tried her hand at a book of fairy tales, Grimly Ever After, 
about beautiful children who die horrible deaths. But she had no one to show these things to until 
the day Sophie knocked. 

Reaper licked her ankles as she stepped onto her squeaking porch. She heard singing inside— 


“In the forest primeval 
A School for Good and Evil...” 


Agatha rolled her eyes and pushed open the door. 
Her mother, back turned, sang cheerily as she packed a trunk with black capes, broomsticks, 
and pointy black witch’s hats. 


“Two towers like twin heads 
One for the pure, 

One for the wicked. 

Try to escape you’ll always fail 
The only way out is 

Through a fairy tale...” 


“Planning an exotic vacation?” Agatha said. “Last time I checked, there’s no way out of 
Gavaldon unless you grow wings.” 

Callis turned. “Do you think three capes is enough?” she asked, bug eyes bulging, hair a greasy 
black helmet. 

Agatha winced at just how much they looked alike. “They’re exactly the same,” she muttered. 


“Why do you need three?” 

“In case you need to lend one to a friend, dear.” 

“These are for me?” 

“T put two hats in case one gets squashed, a broomstick in case theirs smells, and a few vials of 
dog tongues, lizard legs, and frog toes. Who knows how long theirs have been sitting there!” 

Agatha knew the answer but asked anyway. “Mother, what do I need capes, hats, and frog toes 
for?” 

“For New Witch Welcoming, of course!” Callis trilled. “You don’t want to get to the School 
for Evil and look like an amateur.” 

Agatha kicked off her clumps. “Let’s put aside the fact the town doctor believes all this. Why 
is it so hard to accept I’m happy here? I have everything I need. My bed, my cat, and my friend.” 

“Well, you should learn from your friend, dear. At least she wants something from life,” Callis 
said, latching the trunk. “Really, Agatha, what could be a greater destiny than a Fairy Tale 
Witch? I dreamed of going to the School for Evil! Instead, the School Master took that idiot 
Sven, who ended up outwitted by a princess in The Useless Ogre and set on fire. I’m not 
surprised. That boy could barely lace his own boots. I’m sure if the School Master could have 
done it over, he’d have taken me.” 

Agatha slid under her covers. “Well, everyone in this town still thinks you’re a witch, so you 
got your wish after all.” 

Callis whipped around. “My wish is that you get away from here,” she hissed, eyes dark as 
coal. “This place has made you weak and lazy and afraid. At least I made something of myself 
here. You just waste and rot until Sophie comes to walk you like a dog.” 

Agatha stared at her, stunned. 

Callis smiled brightly and resumed packing. “But do take care of your friend, dear. The School 
for Good might seem like a festoon of roses, but she’s in for a surprise. Now go to bed. The 
School Master will be here soon and it’s easier for him if you’re asleep.” 

Agatha pulled the sheets over her head. 


Sophie couldn’t sleep. Five minutes to midnight and no sign of an intruder. She knelt on her bed 
and peered through the shutters. Around Gavaldon’s edge, the thousand-person guard waved 
torches to light up the forest. Sophie scowled. How could he get past them? 

That’s when she noticed the hearts on her windowsill were gone. 

He’s already here! 

Three packed pink bags plopped through the window, followed by two glass-slippered feet. 


Agatha lurched up in bed, jolted from a nightmare. Callis snored loudly across the room, Reaper 
at her side. Next to Agatha’s bed sat her locked trunk, marked “Agatha of Gavaldon, 1 Graves 
Hill Road” in scraggy writing, along with a pouch of honey cakes for the journey. 

Chomping cake, Agatha gazed through a cracked window. Down the hill, the torches blazed in 
a tight circle, but here on Graves Hill, there was just one burly guard left, arms as big as 
Agatha’s whole body, legs like chicken drumsticks. He kept himself awake by lifting a broken 
headstone like a barbell. 

Agatha bit into the last honey cake and looked out at the dark forest. 

Shiny blue eyes looked back at her. 


Agatha choked and dove to her bed. She slowly lifted her head. Nothing there. Including the 
guard. 

Then she found him, unconscious over the broken headstone, torch extinguished. 

Creeping away from him was a bony, hunchbacked human shadow. No body attached. 

The shadow floated across the sea of graves without the slightest sign of hurry. It slid under the 
cemetery gates and skulked down the hill towards the firelit center of Gavaldon. 

Agatha felt horror strangle her heart. He was real. Whoever he was. 

And he doesn’t want me. 

Relief crashed over her, followed by a fresh wave of panic. 

Sophie. 

She should wake her mother, she should cry for help, she should— No time. 

Feigning sleep, Callis heard Agatha’s urgent footsteps, then the door close. She hugged Reaper 
tighter to make sure he didn’t wake up. 


Sophie crouched behind a tree, waiting for the School Master to snatch her. 

She waited. And waited. Then she noticed something in the ground. 

Cookie crumbs, mashed into a footprint. The footprint of a clump so odious, so foul it could 
only belong to one person. Sophie’s fists curled, her blood boiled— 

Hands covered her mouth and a foot booted her through her window. Sophie crashed headfirst 
onto her bed and whirled around to see Agatha. “You pathetic, interfering worm!” she screamed, 
before glimpsing the fear in her friend’s face. “You saw him!” Sophie gasped— 

Agatha put one hand over Sophie’s mouth and pinned her to the mattress with the other. As 
Sophie writhed in protest, Agatha peeped through the window. The crooked shadow drifted into 
the Gavaldon square, past the oblivious armed guard, and headed directly for Sophie’s house. 
Agatha swallowed a scream. Sophie wrenched free and grabbed her shoulders. 

“Is he handsome? Like a prince? Or a proper schoolmaster with spectacles and waistcoat and 


” 


THUMP! 

Sophie and Agatha slowly turned to the door. 

THUMP! THUMP! 

Sophie wrinkled her nose. “He could just knock, couldn’t he?” 

Locks cracked. Hinges rattled. 

Agatha shrank against the wall, while Sophie folded her hands and fluffed her dress as if 
expecting a royal visit. “Best give him what he wants without fuss.” 

As the door caved, Agatha leapt off the bed and threw herself against it. Sophie rolled her eyes. 
“Oh, sit down for goodness’ sake.” Agatha pulled at the knob with all her might, lost her grip— 
the door slammed open with a deafening crack, hurling her across the room. 

It was Sophie’s father, white as a sheet. “I saw something!” he panted, waving his torch. 

Then Agatha caught the crooked shadow on the wall stepping into his broad silhouette. 
“There!” she cried. Stefan swiveled but the shadow blew out his torch. Agatha grabbed a match 
from her pocket and lit it. Stefan lay on the ground unconscious. Sophie was gone. 

Screams outside. 

Through the window, Agatha watched shouting villagers chase after Sophie as the shadow 
dragged her towards the woods. And while more and more villagers howled and chased— 

Sophie smiled ear to ear. 


Agatha lunged through the window and ran after her. But just as the villagers reached Sophie, 
their torches magically exploded and trapped them in rings of fire. Agatha dodged the gauntlet of 
firetraps and dashed to save her friend before the shadow pulled her into the forest. 

Sophie felt her body leave soft grass and rake against stony dirt. She frowned at the thought of 
showing up to school in a soiled dress. “I really thought there’d be footmen,” she said to the 
shadow. “Or a pumpkin carriage, at least.” 

Agatha ran ferociously, but Sophie had almost disappeared into the trees. All around, flames 
spewed higher and higher, poised to devour the entire village. 

Seeing the fires leap, Sophie felt relief knowing no one could rescue her now. But where is the 
second child? Where is the one for Evil? She’d been wrong about Agatha all along. As she felt 
herself pulled into trees, Sophie looked back at the towering blaze and kissed goodbye to the 
curse of ordinary life. 

“Farewell, Gavaldon! Farewell, low ambition! Farewell, mediocrity—” 

Then she saw Agatha charge through the flames. 

“Agatha, no!” Sophie cried— 

Agatha leapt on top of her and both were dragged into the darkness. 

Instantly, the fires around the villagers were extinguished. They dashed for the woods, but the 
trees magically grew thick and thorny, locking them out. 

It was too late. 


“WHAT ARE YOU DOING!” roared Sophie, shoving and scratching Agatha as the shadow 
pulled them into pitch-black forest. Agatha thrashed wildly, trying to wrest the shadow’s grip on 
Sophie and Sophie’s grip on the shadow. “YOU’RE RUINING EVERYTHING!” Sophie 
howled. Agatha bit her hand. “EEEEEYIIII!!!!” Sophie brayed and flipped her body so Agatha 
scraped against dirt. Agatha flipped Sophie back and climbed towards the shadow, her clump 
squashing Sophie’s face. 

“WHEN MY HANDS FIND YOUR NECK—’” 

They felt themselves leave the ground. 

As something spindly and cold wrapped its way around them, Agatha fumbled for a match 
from her dress, struck it against her bony wrist, and paled. The shadow was gone. They were 
cocooned in the creepers of an elm, which ferried them up the enormous tree and plopped them 
on the lowest branch. Both girls glared at each other and tried to catch enough breath to speak. 
Agatha managed it first. 

“We are going home right now.” 

The branch wobbled, coiled back like a sling, and shot them up like bullets. Before either could 
scream, they landed on another branch. Agatha flailed for a new match, but the branch coiled and 
snapped them up to the next bough, which bounced them up to the next. “HOW TALL IS THIS 
TREE!” Agatha shrieked. Ping-ponging up branches, the girls’ bodies collided and crashed, 
dresses tearing on thorns and twigs, faces slamming into ricocheting limbs, until finally they 
reached the highest bough. 

There at the top of the elm tree sat a giant black egg. The girls gaped at it, baffled. The egg tore 
open, splashing them with dark, yolky goo as a colossal bird emerged, made only of bones. It 
took one look at the pair and unleashed an angry screech that rattled their eardrums. Then it 
grabbed them both in its claws and dove off the tree as they screamed, finally agreeing on 
something. The bony bird lashed through black woods as Agatha frantically lit match after match 


on the bird’s ribs, giving them catches of glinting red eyes and bristling shadows. All around, 
gangly trees snatched at the girls as the bird dipped and climbed to avoid them, until thunder 
exploded ahead and they smashed headfirst into a raging lightning storm. Fire bolts sent trees 
careening towards them and they shielded their faces from rain, mud, and timber, ducked 
cobwebs, beehives, and vipers, until the bird plunged into deadly briars and the girls blanched, 
closing their eyes to the pain— 

Then it was quiet. 

“Agatha...” 

Agatha opened her eyes to rays of sun. She looked down and gasped. 

“Tt’s real.” 

Far beneath them, two soaring castles sprawled across the forest. One castle glittered in sun 
mist, with pink and blue glass turrets over a sparkling lake. The other loomed, blackened and 
jagged, sharp spires ripping through thunderclouds like the teeth of a monster. 

The School for Good and Evil. 

The bony bird drifted over the Towers of Good and loosened Sophie from its claws. Agatha 
clutched her friend in horror, but then saw Sophie’s face, glowing with happiness. 

“Aggie, I’m a princess.” 

But the bird dropped Agatha instead. 

Stunned, Sophie watched Agatha plummet into pink cotton-candy mist. “Wait—no—” 

The bird swooped savagely towards the Towers of Evil, its jaws reaching up for new prey. 

“No! I’m Good! It’s the wrong one!” Sophie screamed— 

And without a beat, she was dropped into hellish darkness. 


3 
The Great Mistake 


Sophie opened her eyes to find herself floating in a foul-smelling moat, filled to the brim with 
thick black sludge. A gloomy wall of fog flanked her on all sides. She tried to stand, but her feet 
couldn’t find bottom and she sank; sludge flooded her nose and burnt her throat. Choking for 
breath, she found something to grasp, and saw it was the carcass of a half-eaten goat. She gasped 
and tried to swim away but couldn’t see an inch in front of her face. Screams echoed above and 
Sophie looked up. 





Streaks of motion—then a dozen bony birds crashed through the fog and dropped shrieking 
children into the moat. When their screams turned to splashes, another wave of birds came, then 
another, until every inch of sky was filled with falling children. Sophie glimpsed a bird dive 
straight for her and she swerved, just in time to get a cannonball splash of slime in her face. 

She wiped the glop out of her eye and came face-to-face with a boy. The first thing she noticed 
was he had no shirt. His chest was puny and pale, without the hope of muscle. From his small 
head jutted a long nose, spiky teeth, and black hair that drooped over beady eyes. He looked like 
a sinister little weasel. 

“The bird ate my shirt,” he said. “Can I touch your hair?” 

Sophie backed up. 

“They don’t usually make villains with princess hair,” he said, dog-paddling towards her. 

Sophie searched desperately for a weapon—a stick, a stone, a dead goat— 

“Maybe we could be bunk mates or best mates or some kind of mates,” he said, inches from 
her now. It was like Radley had turned into a rodent and developed courage. He reached out his 


scrawny hand to touch her and Sophie readied a punch to the eye, when a screaming child 
dropped between them. Sophie took off in the opposite direction and by the time she glanced 
back, Weasel Boy was gone. 

Through the fog, Sophie could see shadows of children treading through floating bags and 
trunks, hunting for their luggage. Those that managed to find them continued downstream, 
towards ominous howls in the distance. Sophie followed these floating silhouettes until the fog 
cleared to reveal the shore, where a pack of wolves, standing on two feet in bloodred soldier 
jackets and black leather breeches, snapped riding whips to herd students into line. 

Sophie grasped the bank to pull herself out but froze when she caught her reflection in the 
moat. Her dress was buried beneath sludge and yolk, her face shined with stinky black grime, 
and her hair was home to a family of earthworms. She choked for breath— 

“Help! I’m in the wrong sch—” 

A wolf yanked her out and kicked her into line. She opened her mouth to protest, but saw 
Weasel Boy swimming towards her, yelping, “Wait for me!” 

Quickly, Sophie joined the line of shadowed children, dragging their trunks through the fog. If 
any dawdled, a wolf delivered a swift crack, so she kept anxious pace, all the while wiping her 
dress, picking out worms, and mourning her perfectly packed bags far, far away. 

The tower gates were made of iron spikes, crisscrossed with barbed wire. Nearing them, she 
saw it wasn’t wire at all but a sea of black vipers that darted and hissed in her direction. With a 
squeak, Sophie scampered through and looked back at rusted words over the gates, held between 
two carved black swans: 


THE SCHOOL FOR EVIL EDIFICATION AND PROPAGATION OF SIN 


Ahead the school tower rose like a winged demon. The main tower, built of pockmarked black 
stone, unfurled through smoky clouds like a hulking torso. From the sides of the main tower 
jutted two thick, crooked spires, dripping with veiny red creepers like bleeding wings. 

The wolves drove the children towards the mouth of the main tower, a long serrated tunnel 
shaped like a crocodile snout. Sophie felt chills as the tunnel grew narrower and narrower until 
she could barely see the child in front of her. She squeezed between two jagged stones and found 
herself in a leaky foyer that smelled of rotten fish. Demonic gargoyles pitched down from stone 
rafters, lit torches in their jaws. An iron statue of a bald, toothless hag brandishing an apple 
smoldered in the menacing firelight. Along the wall, a crumbly column had an enormous black 
letter N painted on it, decorated with wicked-faced imps, trolls, and Harpies climbing up and 
down it like a tree. There was a bloodred E on the next column, embellished with swinging 
giants and goblins. Creeping along in the interminable line, Sophie worked out what the columns 
spelled out—N-E-V-E-R—then suddenly found herself far enough into the room to see the line 
snake in front of her. For the first time, she had a clear view of the other students and almost 
fainted. 

One girl had a hideous overbite, wispy patches of hair, and one eye instead of two, right in the 
middle of her forehead. Another boy was like a mound of dough, with his bulging belly, bald 
head, and swollen limbs. A tall, sneering girl trudged ahead with sickly green skin. The boy in 
front of her had so much hair all over him he could have been an ape. They all looked about her 
age, but the similarities ended there. Here was a mass of the miserable, with misshapen bodies, 


repulsive faces, and the cruelest expressions she’d ever seen, as if looking for something to hate. 
One by one their eyes fell on Sophie and they found what they were looking for. The petrified 
princess in glass slippers and golden curls. 

The red rose among thorns. 


On the other side of the moat, Agatha had nearly killed a fairy. 

She had woken under red and yellow lilies that appeared to be having an animated 
conversation. Agatha was sure she was the subject, for the lilies gestured brusquely at her with 
their leaves and buds. But then the matter seemed settled and the flowers hunched like fussing 
grandmothers and wrapped their stems around her wrists. With a tug, they yanked her to her feet 
and Agatha gazed out at a field of girls, blooming gloriously around a shimmering lake. 

She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. The girls grew right from the earth. First heads 
poked through soft dirt, then necks, then chests, then up and up until they stretched their arms 
into fluffy blue sky and planted delicate slippers upon the ground. But it wasn’t the sight of 
sprouting girls that unnerved Agatha most. It was that these girls looked nothing like her. 

Their faces, some fair, some dark, were flawless and glowed with health. They had shiny 
waterfalls of hair, ironed and curled like dolls’, and they wore downy dresses of peach, yellow, 
and white, like a fresh batch of Easter eggs. Some fell on the shorter side, others were willowy 
and tall, but all flaunted tiny waists, slim legs, and slight shoulders. As the field flourished with 
new students, a team of three glitter-winged fairies awaited each one. Chiming and chinkling, 
they dusted the girls of dirt, poured them cups of honeybush tea, and tended to their trunks, 
which had sprung from the ground with their owners. 

Where exactly these beauties were coming from, Agatha hadn’t the faintest idea. All she 
wanted was a dour or disheveled one to poke through so she wouldn’t feel so out of place. But it 
was an endless bloom of Sophies who had everything she didn’t. A familiar shame clawed at her 
stomach. She needed a hole to climb down, a graveyard to hide in, something to make them all 
go away— 

That’s when the fairy bit her. 

“What the—” 

Agatha tried to shake the jingling thing off her hand, but it flew and bit her neck, then her 
bottom. Other fairies tried to subdue the rogue as she yowled, but it bit them too and attacked 
Agatha again. Incensed, she tried to catch the fairy, but it moved lightning quick, so she hopped 
around uselessly while it bit her over and over until the fairy mistakenly flew into her mouth and 
she swallowed it. Agatha sighed in relief and looked up. 

Sixty beautiful girls gaped at her. The cat in a nightingale’s nest. 

Agatha felt a pinch in her throat and coughed out the fairy. To her surprise, it was a boy. 

In the distance, sweet bells rang out from the spectacular pink and blue glass castle across the 
lake. The teams of fairies all grabbed their girls by the shoulders, hoisted them into the air, and 
flew them across the lake towards the towers. Agatha saw her chance to escape, but before she 
could make a run for it, she felt herself lifted into the air by two girl fairies. As she flew away, 
she glanced back at the third, the fairy boy that had bitten her, who stayed firmly on the ground. 
He crossed his arms and shook his head, as if to say in no uncertain terms there’d been a terrible 
mistake. 


When the fairies brought the girls down in front of the glass castle, they let go of their shoulders 


and let them proceed freely. But Agatha’s two fairies held on and dragged her forward like a 
prisoner. Agatha looked back across the lake. Where’s Sophie? 

The crystal water turned to slimy moat halfway across the lake; gray fog obscured whatever 
lay on the opposite banks. If Agatha was to rescue her friend, she had to find a way to cross that 
moat. But first she needed to get away from these winged pests. She needed a diversion. 

Mirrored words arched over golden gates ahead: 


THE SCHOOL FOR GOOD ENLIGHTENMENT AND ENCHANTMENT 


Agatha caught her reflection in the letters and turned away. She hated mirrors and avoided 
them at all costs. (Pigs and dogs don’t sit around looking at themselves, she thought.) Moving 
forward, Agatha glanced up at the frosted castle doors, emblazoned with two white swans. But as 
the doors opened and fairies herded the girls into a tight, mirrored corridor, the line came to a 
halt and a group of girls circled her like sharks. 

They stared at her for a moment, as if expecting her to whip off her mask and reveal a princess 
underneath. Agatha tried to meet their stares, but instead met her own face reflected in the 
mirrors a thousand times and instantly glued her eyes to the marble floor. A few fairies buzzed to 
get the mass moving, but most just perched on the girls’ shoulders and watched. Finally, one of 
the girls stepped forward, with waist-length gold hair, succulent lips, and topaz eyes. She was so 
beautiful she didn’t look real. 

“Hello, I’m Beatrix,” she said sweetly. “I didn’t catch your name.” 

“That’s because I never said it,” said Agatha, eyes pinned to the ground. 

“Are you sure you’re in the right place?” Beatrix said, even sweeter now. 

Agatha felt a word swim into her mind—a word she needed, but was still too foggy to see. 

“Um, I uh—” 

“Perhaps you just swam to the wrong school,” smiled Beatrix. 

The word lit up in Agatha’s head. Diversion. 

Agatha looked up into Beatrix’s dazzling eyes. “This is the School for Good, isn’t it? The 
legendary school for beautiful and worthy girls destined to be princesses?” 

“Oh,” said Beatrix, lips pursed. “So you’re not lost?” 

“Or confused?” said another with Arabian skin and jet-black hair. 

“Or blind?” said a third with deep ruby curls. 

“In that case, I’m sure you have your Flowerground Pass,” Beatrix said. 

Agatha blinked. “My what?” 

“Your ticket into the Flowerground,” said Beatrix. “You know, the way we all got here. Only 
officially accepted students have tickets into the Flowerground.” 

All the girls held up large golden tickets, flaunting their names in regal calligraphy, stamped 
with the School Master’s black-and-white swan seal. 

“Ohhh, that Flowerground Pass,” Agatha scoffed. She dug her hands in her pockets. “Come 
close and Pll show you.” 

The girls gathered suspiciously. Meanwhile Agatha’s hands fumbled for a diversion— 
matches... coins... dried leaves... 

“Um, closer.” 

Murmuring girls huddled in. “It shouldn’t be this small,” Beatrix huffed. 


“Shrunk in the wash,” said Agatha, scraping through more matches, melted chocolate, a 
headless bird (Reaper hid them in her clothes). “It’s in here somewhere—” 

“Perhaps you lost it,” said Beatrix. 

Mothballs . . . peanut shells . . . another dead bird... 

“Or misplaced it,” said Beatrix. 

The bird? The match? Light the bird with the match? 

“Or lied about having one at all.” 

“Oh, I feel it now—” 

But all Agatha felt was a nervous rash across her neck— 

“You know what happens to intruders, don’t you,” Beatrix said. 

“Here it is—” Do something! 

Girls crowded her ominously. 

Do something now! 

She did the first thing she thought of and delivered a swift, loud fart. 

An effective diversion creates both chaos and panic. Agatha delivered on both counts. Vile 
fumes ripped through the tight corridor as squealing girls stampeded for cover and fairies 
swooned at first smell, leaving her a clear path to the door. Only Beatrix stood in her way, too 
shocked to move. Agatha took a step towards her and leaned in like a wolf. 

“Boo.” 

Beatrix fled for her life. 

As Agatha sprinted for the door, she looked back with pride as girls collided into walls and 
trampled each other to escape. Fixed on rescuing Sophie, she lunged through the frosted doors, 
ran for the lake, but just as she got to it, the waters rose up in a giant wave and with a tidal crash, 
slammed her back through the doors, through screeching girls, until she landed on her stomach in 
a puddle. 

She staggered to her feet and froze. 

“Welcome, New Princess,” said a floating, seven-foot nymph. It moved aside to reveal a foyer 
so magnificent Agatha lost her breath. “Welcome to the School for Good.” 


Sophie couldn’t get over the smell of the place. As she lurched along with the line, she gagged 
on the mix of unwashed bodies, mildewed stone, and stinking wolf. Sophie stood on her tiptoes 
to see where the line was headed, but all she could see was an endless parade of freaks. The other 
students threw her dirty looks but she responded with her kindest smile, in case this was all a 
test. It had to be a test or glitch or joke or something. 

She turned to a gray wolf. “Not that I question your authority, but might I see the School 
Master? I think he—” The wolf roared, soaking her with spit. Sophie didn’t press the point. 

She slumped with the line into a sunken anteroom, where three black crooked staircases 
twisted up in a perfect row. One carved with monsters said MALICE along the banister, the 
second, etched with spiders, said MISCHIEF, and the third with snakes read VICE. Around the 
three staircases, Sophie noticed the walls covered with different-colored frames. In each frame 
there was a portrait of a child, next to a storybook painting of what the student became upon 
graduation. A gold frame had a portrait of an elfish little girl, and beside it, a magnificent 
drawing of her as a revolting witch, standing over a comatose maiden. A gold plaque stretched 
under the two illustrations: 


CATHERINE OF FOXWOOD 
Little Snow White (Villain) 


In the next gold frame there was a portrait of a smirking boy with a thick unibrow, alongside a 
painting of him all grown up, brandishing a knife to a woman’s throat: 


DROGAN OF MURMURING MOUNTAINS 
Bluebeard (Villain) 


Beneath Drogan there was a silver frame of a skinny boy with shock blond hair, turned into 
one of a dozen ogres savaging a village: 


KEIR OF NETHERWOOD 
Tom Thumb (Henchman) 


Then Sophie noticed a decayed bronze frame near the bottom with a tiny, bald boy, eyes scared 
wide. A boy she knew. Bane was his name. He used to bite all the pretty girls in Gavaldon until 
he was kidnapped four years before. But there was no drawing next to Bane. Just a rusted plaque 
that read: 


FAILED 


Sophie looked at Bane’s terrified face and felt her stomach churn. What happened to him? She 
gazed up at thousands of gold, silver, and bronze frames cramming every inch of the hall: 
witches slaying princes, giants devouring men, demons igniting children, heinous ogres, 
grotesque gorgons, headless horsemen, merciless sea monsters. Once awkward adolescents. Now 
portraits of absolute evil. Even the villains that had died gruesome deaths—Rumpelstiltskin, the 
Beanstalk Giant, the Wolf from Red Riding Hood—were drawn in their greatest moments, as if 
they had emerged triumphant from their tales. Sophie’s gut took another twist when she noticed 
the other children gazing up at the portraits in awed worship. It hit her with sick clarity. She was 
in line with future murderers and monsters. 

Her face broke out in a cold sweat. She needed to find a faculty member. Someone who could 
search the list of enrolled students and see she was in the wrong school. But so far, all she could 
find were wolves that couldn’t speak, let alone read a list. 

Turning the corner into a wider corridor, Sophie saw a red-skinned, horned dwarf ahead on a 
towering stepladder, hammering more portraits into a bare wall. Her teeth clenched with hope as 
she inched towards him in line. As she plotted to get his attention, Sophie suddenly noticed the 
frames on this wall held familiar faces. There was the hoggish dough boy she had seen earlier, 
labeled BRONE OF ROCH Briar. Next to him was a painting of the one-eyed, wispy-haired girl: 
ARACHNE OF Foxwoob. Sophie scanned the portraits of her classmates, awaiting their villainous 
transformations. Her eyes stopped on Weasel Boy’s. HorT OF BLOODBROOK. Hort. Sounds like a 
disease. She moved ahead in line, ready to cry to the dwarf— 


Then she saw the frame under his hammer. 

Her own face smiled back at her. 

With a shriek, Sophie bolted out of line, fumbled up the ladder, and snatched the portrait from 
the stunned dwarf’s fingers. “No! I’m in Good!” she shouted, but the dwarf snatched it back and 
the two tussled over the portrait, kicking and clawing until Sophie had enough and gave him a 
slap. The dwarf screamed like a little girl and swung at her with his hammer. Sophie dodged it 
but lost her balance, and the stepladder teetered and crashed between the walls. Splayed out on 
rungs in midair, she looked down at snarling wolves and goggling students—“I need the School 
Master!”—then lost her grip, slid across the ladder, and landed in a heap at the front of the line. 

A dark-skinned hag with a massive boil on her cheek thrust a sheet of parchment into her 
hands. 
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Sophie looked up, dumbstruck. “See you in class, Witch of Woods Beyond,” the hag croaked. 
Before Sophie could respond, an ogre dumped a ribbon-tied stack of books in her hands. 


Best Villainous Monologues, 2nd ed. 

Spells for Suffering, Year 1 

The Novice’s Guide to Kidnapping & Murder 
Embracing Ugliness Inside & Out 

How to Cook Children (with New Recipes!) 


The books were bad enough, but then Sophie saw the ribbon tying them was a live eel. She 
screamed and dropped the books, before a spotted satyr foisted musty black fabric at her. 
Unfurling it, Sophie shrank from a dumpy, tattered tunic that sagged like shredded curtains. 

She gaped at the other girls, gleefully putting on the putrid uniform, combing through their 
books, comparing schedules. Sophie slowly looked down at her own foul black robes. Then at 
her eel-slimed books and schedule. Then at her smiling, sweet portrait, back on the wall. 

She ran for her life. 


Agatha knew she was in the wrong place because even the faculty gave her confused looks. 
Together they lined the four spiral staircases of the cavernous glass foyer, two of them pink, two 
blue, showering confetti upon the new students. The female professors wore different-colored 
versions of the same slim, high-necked dress, with a glittering silver swan crest over the heart. 
Each had added a personal touch to the dress, whether inlaid crystals, beaded flowers, or even a 
tulle bow. The male professors, meanwhile, all wore bright slim suits in a rainbow of hues, 
paired with matching vests, narrow ties, and colorful kerchiefs tucked into pockets embroidered 
with the same silver swan. 

Agatha noticed immediately they were all more attractive than any adults she had ever seen. 
Even the older faculty was elegant to the point of intimidation. Agatha had always tried to 
convince herself beauty was pointless because it was temporary. Here was proof it lasted forever. 

The teachers tried to disguise their nudges and whispers upon seeing the dripping-wet, 
misplaced student, but Agatha was used to catching these things. Then she noticed one who 
wasn’t like the rest. Haloed against a stained glass window with a shamrock green suit, silver 
hair, and shiny hazel eyes, he beamed down at her as if she completely belonged. Agatha 
reddened. Anyone who thought she belonged here was a loon. Turning away, she took comfort in 
the glowering girls around her, who clearly hadn’t forgiven her for the incident in the hall. 

“Where are the boys?” Agatha heard one ask another, as the girls filed in in front of three 
enormous, floating nymphs with neon hair and lips, who handed out their schedules, books, and 
robes. 

As Agatha followed the line behind them, she had a better look at the majestic stair room. The 
wall opposite her had an enormous pink-painted E, with lovingly drawn angels and sylphs 
fluttering around its edges. The other three walls had painted letters too, spelling out the word E- 
V-E-R in pink and blue. The four spiral staircases were arranged symmetrically at the corners of 
each wall, lit by high stained glass windows. One of the two blue flights had HONOR tattooed 
upon its baluster, along with glass etchings of knights and kings, while the other read VALOR, 
decorated with blue reliefs of hunters and archers. The two pink glass staircases had PURITY 
and CHARITY emblazoned in gold, along with delicate friezes of sculpted maidens, princesses, 
and kindly animals. 

In the center of the room, alumni portraits blanketed a soaring crystal obelisk that reached from 
milky marble floor to domed sunroof. Higher up on the obelisk were gold-framed portraits of 
students who became princes and queens after graduation. In the middle were silver frames, for 
those who found lesser fates as jaunty sidekicks, dutiful housewives, and fairy godmothers. And 
near the bottom of the pillar, flecked with dust, were bronze-framed underachievers who had 
ended up footmen and servants. But regardless of whether they became a Snow Queen or a 
chimney sweep, Agatha saw the students shared the same beautiful faces, kind smiles, and 
soulful eyes. Here in a glass palace in the middle of the woods, the best of life had gathered in 
service of Good. And here she was, Miss Miserable, in service of graveyards and farts. 

Agatha waited with bated breath, until she finally reached a pink-haired nymph. “There’s been 
a mix-up!” she panted, dripping water and sweat. “It’s my friend Sophie who’s supposed to be 
here.” 

The nymph smiled. 

“T tried to stop her from coming,” Agatha said, voice quickening with hope, “but I confused the 
bird and now I’m here and she’s in the other tower but she’s pretty and likes pink and I’m... 
well, look at me. I know you need students but Sophie’s my best friend and if she stays then I 


have to stay and we can’t stay, so please help me find her so we can go home.” 
The nymph handed her a piece of parchment. 
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Agatha stared at it, stupefied. “But—” 
A green-haired nymph thrust her a basket of books, some peeking out: 


The Privilege of Beauty 

Winning Your Prince 

The Recipe Book for Good Looks 

Princess with a Purpose 

Animal Speech 1: Barks, Neighs, & Chirps 


Then a blue-haired nymph held up her uniform: an appallingly short pink pinafore, sleeves 
poofed with carnations, worn over a white lace blouse that seemed to be missing three buttons. 

Stunned, Agatha looked at future princesses around her, tightening their pink dresses. She 
looked at books that told her beauty was a privilege, that she could win a chiseled prince, that she 
could talk to birds. She looked at a schedule meant for someone beautiful, graceful, and kind. 
Then she looked up at a handsome teacher, still smiling at her, as if expecting the greatest things 
from Agatha of Gavaldon. 

Agatha did the only thing she knew how to do when faced with expectations. 

Up the blue Honor staircase, through sea-green halls, she ran, fairies jangling furiously behind. 
Hurtling through halls, scrambling up stairs, she had no time to take in what she was seeing— 
floors made of jade, classrooms made of candy, a library made of gold—until she reached the 
last staircase and surged through a frosted glass door onto the tower roof. In front of her, the sun 
lit up a breathtaking open-air topiary of sculptured hedges. Before Agatha could even see what 
the sculptures were of, fairies smashed through the door, shooting sticky golden webs from their 
mouths to catch her. She dove to elude them, crawling like a bug through the colossal hedges. 


Finding her feet, she sprinted and leapt onto the tallest sculpture of a muscular prince raising a 
sword high above a pond. She scaled the leafy sword to its prickling tip, kicking away swarming 
fairies. But soon there were too many and just as they spat their glittering nets, Agatha lost her 
grip and crashed into the water. 

When she opened her eyes, she was completely dry. 

The pond must have been a portal, because she was outside now in a crystal blue archway. 
Agatha looked up and froze. She was at the end of a narrow stone bridge that stretched through 
thick fog into the rotted tower across the lake. A bridge between the two schools. 

Tears stung her eyes. Sophie! She could save Sophie! 

“Agatha!” 

Agatha squinted and saw Sophie running out of the fog. “Sophie!” 

Arms outstretched, the two girls dashed across the bridge, crying each other’s name— 

They slammed into an invisible barrier and ricocheted to the ground. 

Dazed by pain, Agatha watched in horror as wolves dragged Sophie by the hair back to Evil. 

“You don’t understand,” Sophie screamed, watching fairies snare Agatha. “It’s all a mistake!” 

“There are no mistakes,” a wolf growled. 

They could speak after all. 


4 
The Three Witches of Room 66 


Sophie wasn’t sure why six wolves needed to punish her instead of one, but she assumed it was 
to make a point. They bound her to a spit, stuffed an apple in her mouth, and paraded her like a 
banquet pig through the six floors of Malice Hall. Lining the walls, new students pointed and 
laughed, but laughs turned to frowns when they realized this freak in pink would be one of their 
bunk mates. The wolves towed whimpering Sophie past Rooms 63, 64, 65, then kicked open 
Room 66 and flung her in. Sophie skidded until her face smacked into a warted foot. 





“T told you we’d get her,” said a sour voice. 

Still tied to the spit, Sophie looked up at a tall girl with greasy black hair streaked red, black 
lipstick, a ring in her nose, and a terrifying tattoo of a buck-horned, red-skulled demon around 
her neck. The girl glared at Sophie, black eyes flinting. 

“She even smells like an Ever.” 

“The fairies will retrieve it soon enough,” said a voice across the room. 

Sophie swung her head to an albino girl with deathly white hair, white skin, and hooded red 
eyes, feeding stew from a cauldron to three black rats. “Pity. We could slit its throat and hang it 
as a hall ornament.” 

“How rude,” said a third. Sophie turned to a smiley brown-haired girl on the bed, round as a 
hot air balloon, chocolate ice pop in each stumpy fist. “Besides, it’s against the rules to kill other 
students.” 

“How about we just maim her a bit?” said the albino. 

“T think she’s refreshing,” said the plump one, biting into the ice pop. “Not every villain has to 
smell and look depressed.” 


“She’s not a villain,” the albino and the tattooed girl snapped in unison. 

As she wriggled from her ropes, Sophie craned her neck up and had her first full view of the 
room. Once upon a time it might have been a nice, cozy suite before someone set it on fire. The 
brick walls were burnt to cinders. Black and brown scorch marks ripped across the ceiling, and 
the floor was buried beneath an inch of ash. Even the furniture looked toasted. But as her eyes 
searched, Sophie realized there was an even bigger problem with the room. 

“Where’s the mirror?” she gasped. 

“Let me guess,” the tattooed girl snorted. “It’s Bella or Ariel or Anastasia.” 

“Tt looks more like a Buttercup or Sugarplum,” said the albino. 

“Or a Clarabelle or Rose Red or Willow-by-the-Sea.” 

“Sophie.” Sophie stood in a cloud of soot. “My name is Sophie. I’m not a ‘villain,’ I’m not an 
‘it,’ and yes, I clearly don’t belong here, so—” 

The albino and the tattooed girl were doubled over laughing. “Sophie!” the second cackled. 
“It’s worse than anyone could have imagined!” 

“Anything named Sophie doesn’t belong here,” the albino wheezed. “It belongs in a cage.” 

“T belong in the other tower,” said Sophie, trying to stay above their cattiness, “which is why I 
need to see the School Master.” 

“I need to see the School Master, 
window and see if he catches you?” 

“You all have no manners,” snarfled the round girl, mouth full. “I’m Dot. This is Hester,” she 
said, pointing at the tattooed girl. “And this ray of sunshine,” she said, pointing at the albino, “is 
Anadil.” Anadil spat on the floor. 

“Welcome to Room 66,” said Dot, and with a swish of her hand swept the ashes off the 
unclaimed bed. 

Sophie winced at moth-eaten sheets with ominous stains. “Appreciate the welcome, but I really 
should be going,” she said, backing against the door. “Might you direct me to the School 
Master’s office?” 

“Princes must be so confused when they see you,” said Dot. “Most villains don’t look like 
princesses.” 

“She’s not a villain,” Anadil and Hester groaned. 

“Do I have to make an appointment to see him?” pressed Sophie. “Or do I send him a note or 
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the albino mimicked. “How about you jump out the 


” 


“You could fly, I suppose,” Dot said, pulling two chocolate eggs from her pocket. “But the 
stymphs might eat you.” 

“Stymphs?” asked Sophie. 

“Those birds that dropped us off, love,” garbled Dot as she chewed. “You’d have to get past 
them. And you know how they hate villains.” 

“For the last time,” shot Sophie, “I’m not a vill—” 

Sounds rang in the stairwell. Sugary jingling, so dainty, so delicate it could only be— 

Fairies. They were coming for her! 

Sophie suppressed a scream. She dared not tell the girls her rescue was imminent (who knows 
how serious they were about making her a hall decoration). She backed against the door and 
listened to the jingles grow louder. 

“I don’t know why people think princesses are pretty,” Hester said, picking a wart on her toe. 
“Their noses are so small. Like little buttons you want to pop off.” 


Fairies on our floor! Sophie wanted to hop up and down. As soon as she got to the Good 
castle, she would take the longest bath of her life! 

“And their hair is always so long,” Anadil said, dangling a dead mouse for the rats’ dessert. 
“Makes me want to pull it all out.” 

Just a few rooms away now... 

“And those phony smiles,” Hester said. 

“And that obsession with pink,” said Anadil. 

Fairies next door! 

“Can’t wait to kill my first one,” said Hester. 

“Today’s as good a day as any,” Anadil said. 

They’re here! Sophie swelled with joy—new school, new friends, new life! 

But the fairies flew past her room. 

Sophie’s heart imploded. What happened! How could they miss her! She lunged past Anadil 
for the door, threw it open to a flash of wolf fur. Sophie jolted back in shock and Hester slammed 
the door. 

“You’ll get all of us punished,” Hester growled. 

“But they were here! They were looking for me!” Sophie cried. 

“Are you sure we can’t kill her?” said Anadil, watching her rats devour the mouse. 

“So where in the woods do you come from, love?” Dot asked Sophie, inhaling a chocolate 
frog. 

“T don’t come from the woods,” Sophie said impatiently, and peeped through the eyehole. The 
wolves had no doubt scared the fairies away. She needed to get back to the bridge and find them. 
But right now, there were three wolves guarding the hall, eating a meal of roasted turnips from 
cast-iron plates. 

Wolves eat turnips? With forks? 

But there was something else odd on the wolves’ plates. 

Fairies, scavenging food from the beasts. 

Sophie’s eye widened in shock. 

A cute boy fairy glanced up at her. He sees me! Clasping her hands, Sophie mouthed “Help!” 
through the glass. The fairy boy smiled with understanding, and whispered in a wolf’s ear. The 
wolf looked up at Sophie, and shattered her eyehole with a savage kick. Sophie stumbled back, 
hearing a chorus of airy giggles and growling laughs. 

The fairies had no intention of rescuing her. 

Sophie’s whole body shook, about to explode into sobs. Then she heard a throat clear and 
turned. 

Three girls gaped with identically confused expressions. 

“What do you mean you ‘don’t come from the woods’?” said Hester. 

Sophie was in no state to answer dumb questions, but now these goons were her only hope to 
find the School Master. 

“I come from Gavaldon,” she said, stifling tears. “You three seem to know a lot about this 
place, so I’d be thankful if you could tell me wher—” 

“Ts that near the Murmuring Mountains?” asked Dot. 

“Only Nevers live in the Murmuring Mountains, you fool,” Hester groused. 

“Near Rainbow Gale, I bet,” said Anadil. “That’s where the most annoying Evers come from.” 

“Sorry, I’m lost already,” Sophie frowned. “Evers? Nevers?” 


“A sheltered Rapunzel locked-in-a-tower type,” Anadil said. “Explains everything.” 

“Evers are what we call Good-doers, love,” Dot said to Sophie. “You know, all their nonsense 
about finding Happily Ever After.” 

“So that makes you ‘Nevers’?” said Sophie, remembering the lettered columns in the stair 
room. 

“Short for ‘Nevermore, 
Nevermore.” 

“Control time and space,” said Anadil. 

“Take new forms,” said Hester. 

“Splinter our souls.” 

“Conquer death.” 

“Only the wickedest villains get in,” said Anadil. 

“And the best part,” said Hester. “No other people. Each villain gets their own private 
kingdom.” 

“Eternal solitude,” said Anadil. 

“Sounds like misery,” said Sophie. 

“Other people are misery,” said Hester. 

“Agatha would love it here,” Sophie murmured. 

“Gavaldon . . . is that by Pifflepaff Hills?” Dot said airily. 

“Oh, for goodness’ sakes, it’s not near anything,” Sophie moaned. She held up her schedule, 
“SOPHIE OF WOODS BEYOND?” at its top. “Gavaldon’s beyond the woods. Surrounded by it 
on all sides.” 

“Woods Beyond?” said Hester. 

“Who’s your king?” asked Dot. 

“We don’t have a king,” Sophie said. 

“Who’s your mother?” asked Anadil. 

“She’s dead,” Sophie said. 

“And your father?” asked Dot. 

“He’s a mill worker. These questions are quite personal—” 

“And what fairy-tale family is he from?” Anadil asked. 

“And now they’re just plain odd. No one’s family is a fairy tale. He’s from a normal family 
with normal faults. Like every one of your fathers.” 

“I knew it,” Hester said to Anadil. 

“Knew what?” said Sophie. 

“Readers are the only ones this stupid,” Anadil said to Hester. 

Sophie’s skin burned. “I’m sorry, but I’m not the stupid one if I’m the only person here who 
can read, so why don’t you look in the mirror, that is if you could actually find one—” 

Reader. 

Why didn’t anyone here seem homesick? Why did they all swim towards the wolves in the 
moat instead of fleeing for their lives? Why didn’t they cry for their mothers or try to escape the 
snakes at the gate? Why did they all know so much about this school? 

“What fairy-tale family is he from?” 

Sophie’s eyes found Hester’s nightstand. Next to a vase of dead flowers, a claw-shaped candle, 
and a stack of books—Outsmarting Orphans, Why Villains Fail, Frequent Witch Mistakes—was 
a knurled wooden picture frame. Inside was a child’s clumsy painting of a grotesque witch in 
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Hester reveled. “Paradise for Evildoers. We’ll have infinite power in 


front of a house. 

A house made of gingerbread and candy. 

“Mother was naive,” said Hester, picking up the frame. Her face struggled with the memory. 
“An oven? Please. Stick them on a grill. Avoids complications.” Her jaw hardened. “P1 do 
better.” 

Sophie’s eyes shifted to Anadil and her stomach plummeted. Her favorite storybook ended 
with a witch rolled in a barrel of nails until all that remained was her bracelet made of little boys’ 
bones. Now that bracelet was clasped on her roommate’s wrist. 

“Does know her witches, doesn’t she,” Anadil leered. “Granny would be flattered.” 

Sophie whirled to a poster above Dot’s bed. A handsome man in green screaming as an 
executioner’s axe sliced into his head. 


WANTED: 


ROBIN HOOD 
Dead or Alive (Preferably Dead) 
By Order of Sheriff of Nottingham 


“Daddy promised to let me have first swing,” Dot said. 

Sophie looked at her three bunk mates in horror. 

They didn’t need to read the fairy tales. They came from them. 

They were born to kill. 

“A princess and a Reader,” Hester said. “The two worst things a human can be.” 

“Even the Evers don’t want her,” said Anadil. “Or the fairies would have come by now.” 

“But they have to come!” Sophie cried. “I’m Good!” 

“Well, you’re stuck here, dearie,” Hester said, plumping Sophie’s pillow with a kick. “So if 
you want to stay alive, best try to fit in.” 

Fit in with witches! Fit in with cannibals! 

“No! Listen to me!” Sophie begged. “I’m Good!” 

“You keep saying that.” In a flash, Hester seized her by the throat and pinned her over the open 
window. “And yet there’s no proof.” 

“I donate corsets to homeless hags! I go to church every Sunday!” Sophie howled above the 
fatal drop. 

“Mmm, no sign of fairy godmother,” Hester said. “Try again.” 

“I smile at children! I sing to birds!” Sophie choked. “I can’t breathe!” 

“No sign of Prince Charming either,” said Anadil, grabbing her legs. “Last chance.” 

“I made friends with a witch! That's how Good I am!” 

“And still no fairies,” Anadil said to Hester as they lifted her up. 

“She belongs here, not me!” Sophie wailed— 

“No one knows why the School Master brings you worthless freaks into our world,” hissed 
Hester. “But there can only be one reason. He’s a fool.” 

“Ask Agatha! She’ll tell you! She’s the villain!” 

“You know, Anadil, no one’s told us the rules yet,” Hester said. 

“So they can’t punish us for breaking them,” Anadil grinned. 

They lifted Sophie over the edge. “One,” said Hester. 


“No!” Sophie shrieked. 

“Two...” 

“You want proof! I’ll give you proof!” Sophie screamed— 

“Three.” 

“LOOK AT ME AND LOOK AT YOU!” 

Hester and Anadil dropped her. Stunned, they stared at each other, then at Sophie, hunched on 
the bed, gulping tearful breaths. 

“Told you she was a villain,” Dot chirped and bit into fudge. 

A commotion clamored outside the room, and the girls’ heads swiveled to the door. It flew 
open with a crack and three wolves thundered in, grabbed them by the collars, and hurled them 
into a stampede of black-robed students. Students rammed and elbowed each other; some fell 
beneath the herd and couldn’t get back up. Sophie clung to the wall for her life. 

“Where are we going!” she yelled to Dot. 

“The School for Good!” Dot said. “For the Welcomin—” An ogreish boy kicked her forward. 

The School for Good! Flooding with hope, Sophie followed the hideous herd down the stairs, 
primping her pink dress for her first meeting with her true classmates. Someone seized her arm 
and threw her against the banister. Dazed, she looked up at a vicious white wolf, who held up a 
black uniform, reeking of death. He bared his teeth in a shiny grin. 

“No—” Sophie gasped— 

So the wolf took care of matters himself. 


Though the princesses of Purity were all bunked in threes, Agatha ended up with her own room. 

A pink glass staircase connected all five floors of Purity Tower, spiraling in a carved replica of 
Rapunzel’s endless hair. The door to Agatha’s fifth-floor room had a glittery sign covered in 
hearts: “WELCOME REENA, MILLICENT, AGATHA!” But Reena and Millicent didn’t stay long. 
Reena, blessed with luscious Arabian skin and brilliant gray eyes, labored to move her enormous 
trunk into the room, only to find Agatha and move it right back out. “She just looks so evil,” 
Agatha heard her sob. “I don’t want to die!” (“Move in with me,” she heard Beatrix say. “The 
fairies will understand.”) And indeed, the fairies did understand. And they understood when red- 
haired Millicent, with an upturned nose and thin eyebrows, feigned a fear of heights and 
demanded a room on a lower floor. And so Agatha was alone, which made her feel right at 
home. 

The room, however, made her feel anxious. Massive, jeweled mirrors glared back from pink 
walls. Elaborate murals flaunted beautiful princesses kissing dashing princes. Arching over each 
bed was a white silk canopy, shaped like a royal carriage, and a glorious fresco of clouds 
blanketed the ceiling tiles, with smiling cupids shooting love arrows from puffy perches. Agatha 
moved as far as she could from all of it and crouched in the window nook, black dress bunched 
against pink wall. 

Through the window, she could see the sparkling lake around the Good Towers turn into 
sludgy moat midway across to protect the Evil ones. “Halfway Bay,” the girls had called it. Deep 
in the fog, the thin stone bridge reached across the waters to connect the two schools. But this 
was all in front of the two castles. What was behind them? 

Curious, Agatha climbed onto the window ledge, clinging to a glass beam. She glanced down 
at the Charity Tower below, reaching up with its sharp pink spire—one wrong move and she’d 
be skewered like lamb meat. Agatha tiptoed to the side of the ledge, craned her head around the 


corner, and almost fell from surprise. Behind the School for Good and Evil was a massive blue 
forest. Trees, bushes, flowers bloomed in every shade of blue, from iceberg to indigo. The lush 
blue grove unfolded for quite a distance, connecting the yards of both schools, before it was 
fenced on all sides by tall gold gates. Beyond the gates, the forest returned to green and stretched 
into dark oblivion. 

As Agatha slid back, she saw something in front of the school, rising from Halfway Bay. It 
was right at the midpoint, where waters balanced between sludge and sparkle. She could barely 
see it through the fog . . . a tall, thin tower of glinting silver brick. Fairies buzzed around the 
spire in droves, while wolves with crossbows stood watch on wooden planks that jutted from the 
base of the tower into the water. 

What were they guarding? 

Agatha squinted at the top of the sky-high tower, but all she could see was a single window 
shrouded by clouds. 

Then light caught the window and she saw it. Silhouetted in sun. 

The crooked shadow that kidnapped them. 

Her shoe slipped and her body pitched forward over deadly Charity. Flailing, she grabbed the 
window beam just in time and crashed back into the room. Agatha clutched her bruised tailbone, 
whipped around—but the shadow was gone. 

Agatha’s heart thumped faster. Whoever brought them here was in that tower. Whoever was in 
that tower could fix the mistake and send them home. 

But first she needed to rescue her best friend. 

A few minutes later, Agatha shrank from a mirror. The sleeveless pink uniform showed off 
parts of her white, scrawny body that had never seen light. The lace collar gave away the rash 
that spread across her neck whenever she felt anxious, the carnations lining the sleeves made her 
sneeze, and the matching pink high heels teetered like stilts. But the foul outfit was her only 
chance to escape. Her room was on the opposite end from the stairwell. To get back to the 
bridge, she needed to glide through the hall without being noticed and slip down the stairs. 

Agatha set her jaw. 

You have to blend. 

She took a deep breath and cracked open the door. 

Fifty beautiful girls in pink pinafores packed the hallway, giggling, gossiping, trading dresses, 
shoes, bags, bangles, creams, and anything else they had brought in their gigantic trunks, while 
fairies buzzed between, trying in vain to round them up for the Welcoming. Through the hubbub, 
Agatha glimpsed stairs at the other end. A confident stroll and she’d be gone before they saw 
her. But she couldn’t move. 

It had taken her whole life to make a single friend. And here these girls had become best 
friends in minutes as if making friends was the simplest thing in the world. Agatha prickled with 
shame. In this School for Good, where everyone was supposed to be kind and loving, she had 
still ended up alone and despised. She was a villain, no matter where she went. 

She slammed the door, ripped petals from her sleeve, tore off her pink heels and hurled them 
through the window. She slumped against the wall and closed her eyes. 

Get me out of here. 

She opened her eyes and glimpsed her ugly face in the jeweled mirror. Before she could turn 
away, her eyes caught something else in her reflection. A ceiling tile with a smiling cupid, 
slightly dislodged. 


Agatha slipped her feet back into her hard black clumps. She climbed up the bed canopy and 
pulled the tile away, revealing a dark vent above the room. She gripped the edges of the hole and 
swung one leg up into the vent, then the other, until she found herself perched on a narrow 
platform inside the chute. 

She crawled through darkness, hands and knees blindly shuffling along cold metal—until 
metal suddenly turned to air. This time, she couldn’t save herself. 

Falling too fast to scream, Agatha whizzed through chutes, ping-ponged through pipes, and 
slid down vents until she somersaulted through a grate and landed on a beanstalk. 

She hugged the thick green trunk, thankful she was still in one piece. But as she looked around, 
Agatha saw she wasn’t in a garden or forest or anywhere else a beanstalk is supposed to be. She 
was in a dark room with high ceilings, filled with paintings, sculptures, and glass cases. Her eyes 
found the frosted doors in the corner, gilded words etched in glass: 


THE GALLERY OF GOOD 


Agatha inched down the beanstalk until her clumps touched marble floor. 

A mural blanketed the long wall with a panoramic view of a soaring gold castle and a dashing 
prince and beautiful princess wedded beneath its gleaming arch, as thousands of spectators 
jingled bells and danced in celebration. Blessed by a brilliant sun, the virtuous couple kissed, 
while baby angels hovered above, showering them with red and white roses. High above the 
scene, shiny gold block letters peeked out from behind clouds, stretching from one end of the 
mural to the other: 


EVERAFTER 


Agatha grimaced. She had always mocked Sophie for believing in Happily Ever After. (“Who 
wants to be happy all the time?”) But looking at the mural, she had to admit this school did a 
spookily good job of selling the idea. 

She peered into a glass case, holding a thin booklet of flowery handwriting with a plaque next 
to it: SNow WHITE, ANIMAL FLUENCY EXAM (LETITIA OF MAIDENVALE). In the next cases, she 
found the blue cape of a boy who became Cinderella’s prince, Red Riding Hood’s dorm pillow, 
the Little Match Girl’s diary, Pinocchio’s pajamas, and other remnants of star students who 
presumably went on to weddings and castles. On the walls, she scanned more drawings of Ever 
After by former students, a School History exhibit, banners celebrating iconic victories, and a 
wall labeled “Class Captain,” stacked with portraits of students from each class. The museum got 
darker as it went on, so Agatha used one of her matches to light a lamp. That’s when she saw the 
dead animals. 

Dozens of taxidermied creatures loomed over her, stuffed and mounted on rosy pink walls. She 
dusted off their plaques to find the booted Master Cat, Cinderella’s favorite rat, Jack’s sold-off 
cow, stamped with the names of children who weren’t good enough to become heroes or 
sidekicks or servants. No Happily Ever After for this lot. Just hooks in a museum. Agatha felt 
their eerie, glass-eyed stares and turned away. Only then did she see the plaque gleaming on the 
beanstalk. HOLDEN OF RAINBOW GALE. That wretched plant had once been a boy. 

Agatha’s blood ran cold. All these stories she had never believed in. But they were painfully 


real now. In two hundred years, no kidnapped child had ever made it back to Gavaldon. What 
made her think she and Sophie would be the first? What made her think they wouldn’t end up a 
raven or a rosebush? 

Then she remembered what made them different from all the rest. 

We have each other. 

They had to work together to break this curse. Or they’d both end up fossils of a fairy tale. 

Agatha found her attention drawn to a corner nook, with a row of paintings by the same artist, 
depicting the same scenes: children reading storybooks, in hazy, impressionistic colors. As she 
neared the paintings, her eyes grew wider. Because she recognized where all these children were. 

They were in Gavaldon. 

She moved from first painting to last, with reading children set against the familiar hills and 
lake, crooked clock tower and rickety church, even the shadow of a house on Graves Hill. 
Agatha felt stabs of homesickness. She had mocked the children as batty and delusional. But in 
the end, they had known what she didn’t—that the line between stories and real life is very thin 
indeed. 

Then she came to the last painting, which wasn’t like the others at all. In this one, raging 
children heaved their storybooks into a bonfire in the square and watched them burn. All around 
them, the dark forest went up in flames, filling the sky with violent red and black smoke. Staring 
at it, Agatha felt a chill up her spine. 

Voices. She dove behind a giant pumpkin carriage, hitting her head on a plaque. HEINRICH OF 
NETHERWOOD. Agatha gagged. 

Two teachers entered the museum, an older woman in a chartreuse high-necked dress, speckled 
with iridescent green beetle wings, and a younger woman in a pointy-shouldered purple gown 
that slunk behind her. The woman in chartreuse had a grandmotherly beehive of white hair, but 
luminous skin and calm brown eyes. The woman in purple had black hair yanked in a long braid, 
amethyst eyes, and bloodless skin stretched over bones like a drum. 

“He’s tampering with the tales, Clarissa,” the one in purple said. 

“The School Master can’t control the Storian, Lady Lesso,” Clarissa returned. 

“He’s on your side and you know it,” Lady Lesso seethed. 

“He’s not on anyone’s side—” Clarissa stopped short. So did Lady Lesso. 

Agatha saw what they were looking at. The last painting. 

“I see you've welcomed another of Professor Sader’s delusions,” Lady Lesso said. 

“Tt is his gallery,” Clarissa sighed. 

Lady Lesso’s eyes flashed. Magically, the painting tore off the wall and landed behind a glass 
case, inches from Agatha’s head. 

“This is why they’re not in your school’s gallery,” said Clarissa. 

“Anyone who believes the Reader Prophecy is a fool,” hissed Lady Lesso. “Including the 
School Master.” 

“A School Master must protect the balance,” Clarissa said gently. “He sees Readers as part of 
that balance. Even if you and I cannot understand.” 

“Balance!” scoffed Lady Lesso. “Then why hasn’t Evil won a tale since he took over? Why 
hasn’t Evil defeated Good in two hundred years?” 

“Perhaps my students are just better educated,” said Clarissa. 

Lady Lesso glowered and walked away. Swishing her finger, Clarissa moved the painting back 
into place and scurried to keep up. 


“Maybe your new Reader will prove you wrong,” she said. 

Lady Lesso snorted. “I hear she wears pink.” 

Agatha listened to their footsteps go quiet. 

She looked up at the dented painting. The children, the bonfire, Gavaldon burning to the 
ground. What did it all mean? 

Twinkly flutters echoed through the air. Before she could move, glowing fairies burst in, 
searching every crevice like flashlights. Far across the museum, Agatha saw the doors through 
which the two teachers had left. Just when the fairies reached the pumpkin, she sprinted for it. 
The fairies squealed in surprise as she slid between three stuffed bears, threw open the doors— 

Pink-dressed classmates streamed through the foyer in two perfect lines. As they held hands 
and giggled, the best of friends, Agatha felt familiar shame rise. Everything in her body told her 
to shut the door again and hide. But this time instead of thinking of all the friends she didn’t 
have, Agatha thought about the one she did. 

The fairies swooped in a second later, but all they found were princesses on their way to a 
Welcoming. As they hovered furiously above, hunting for signs of guilt, Agatha slipped into the 
pink parade, put on a smile. . . and tried to blend. 


5 
Boys Ruin Everything 


Each school had its own entrance to the Theater of Tales, which was split into two halves. The 


west doors opened into the side for the Good students, decorated with pink and blue pews, 
crystal friezes, and glittering bouquets of glass flowers. The east doors opened into the side for 
Evil students, with warped wooden benches, carvings of murder and torture, and deadly 
stalactites dangling from the burnt ceiling. As students herded into their halves for the 
Welcoming, fairies and wolves guarded the silver marble aisle between them. 





Despite her ghastly new uniform, Sophie had no intention of sitting with Evil. One look at the 
Good girls’ glossy hair, dazzling smiles, chic pink dresses, and she knew she had found her 
sisters. If the fairies wouldn’t rescue her, surely her fellow princesses would. With villains 
shoving her along, she tried to get the Good girls’ attention, but they were ignoring her side of 
the theater. Finally Sophie battled her way to the aisle, waved her arms, and opened her mouth to 
yell, when a hand yanked her under a rotted bench. 

Agatha tackled her in a hug. “I found the School Master’s tower! It’s in the moat and there’s 
guards, but if we can just get up there then we can—” 

“Hi! Nice to see you! Give me your clothes,” said Sophie, staring at Agatha’s pink dress. 

“Huh?” 


“Quick! It will solve everything.” 

“You can’t be serious! Sophie, we can’t stay here!” 

“Exactly,” Sophie smiled. “I need to be in your school and you need to be in mine. Just like we 
talked about, remember?” 

“But your father, my mother, my cat!” Agatha sputtered. “You don’t know what they’re like 
here! They’ll turn us into snakes or squirrels or shrubbery! Sophie, we have to get back home!” 

“Why? What do I have in Gavaldon to go back to?” Sophie said. 

Agatha blushed with hurt. “You have... um, you have...” 

“Right. Nothing. Now, my dress, please.” 

Agatha folded her arms. 

“Then Pll take it myself,” Sophie scowled. But right as she grabbed Agatha by her flowered 
sleeve, something made her stop cold. Sophie listened, ears piqued, and took off like a panther. 
She slid under warped benches, dodged villains’ feet, ducked behind the last pew, and peeked 
around it. 

Agatha followed, exasperated. “I don’t know what’s gotten into yo—” 

Sophie covered Agatha’s mouth and listened to the sounds grow louder. Sounds that made 
every Good girl bolt upright. Sounds they had waited their whole lives to hear. From the hall, the 
stomp of boots, the clash of steel— 

The west doors flew open to sixty gorgeous boys in swordfight. 

Sun-kissed skin peeked through light blue sleeves and stiff collars; tall navy boots matched 
high-cut waistcoats and knotted slim ties, each embroidered with a single gold initial. As the 
boys playfully crossed blades, their shirts came untucked from tight beige breeches, revealing 
slender waists and flashes of muscle. Sweat glistened on glowing faces as they thrust down the 
aisle, boots cracking on marble, until swiftly the swordfight climaxed, boys pinning boys against 
pews. In a last chorus of movement, they drew roses from their shirts and with a shout of 
“Milady!” threw them to the girls who most caught their eye. (Beatrix found herself with enough 
roses to plant a garden.) 

Agatha watched all this, seasick. But then she saw Sophie, heart in throat, longing for her own 
rose. 

In the decayed pews, the villains booed the princes, brandishing banners with “NEVERS 
RULE!” and “EVERS STINK!” (Except for weasel-faced Hort, who crossed his arms sulkily and 
mumbled, “Why do they get their own entrance?”) With a bow, the princes blew kisses to 
villains and prepared to take their seats when the west doors suddenly slammed open again— 

And one more walked in. 

Hair a halo of celestial gold, eyes blue as a cloudless sky, skin the color of hot desert sand, he 
glistened with a noble sheen, as if his blood ran purer than the rest. The stranger took one look at 
the frowning, sword-armed boys, pulled his own sword . . . and grinned. 

Forty boys came at him at once, but he disarmed each with lightning speed. The swords of his 
classmates piled up beneath his feet as he flicked them away without inflicting a scratch. Sophie 
gaped, bewitched. Agatha hoped he’d impale himself. But no such luck, for the boy dismissed 
each new challenge as quickly as it came, the embroidered T on his blue tie glinting with each 
dance of his blade. And when the last had been left swordless and dumbstruck, he sheathed his 
own sword and shrugged, as if to say he meant nothing by it at all. But the boys of Good knew 
what it meant. The princes now had a king. (Even the villains couldn’t find reason to boo.) 

Meanwhile, the Good girls had long learned that every true princess finds a prince, so no need 


to fight each other. But they forgot all this when the golden boy pulled a rose from his shirt. All 
of them jumped up, waving kerchiefs, jostling like geese at a feeding. The boy smiled and lofted 
his rose high in the air— 

Agatha saw Sophie move too late. She ran after her but Sophie dashed into the aisle, leapt over 
the pink pews, lunged for the rose—and caught a wolf instead. 

As it dragged Sophie back to her side, she locked eyes with the boy, who took in her fair face, 
then her horrid black robes and cocked his head, baffled. Then he saw Agatha agog in pink, his 
rose plopped in her open palm, and recoiled in shock. As the wolf dumped Sophie with Evil and 
fairies shoved Agatha with Good, the boy gawked wide-eyed, trying to make sense of it all. Then 
a hand pulled him into a seat. 

“Hi. I’m Beatrix,” she said, and made sure he saw all of her roses. 

From the Evil seats, Sophie tried to get his attention. 

“Turn yourself into a mirror. Then you’ll have a chance.” 

Sophie turned to Hester, sitting next to her. 

“His name is Tedros,” her roommate said. “And he’s just as stuck-up as his father.” 

Sophie was about to ask who his father was, but then glimpsed his sword, dazzling silver, with 
a hilt of diamonds. A sword with a lion crest she knew from storybooks. A sword named 
Excalibur. 

“He’s King Arthur’s son?” Sophie breathed. She studied Tedros’ high cheekbones, silky blond 
hair, and thick, tender lips. His broad shoulders and strong arms filled out his blue shirt, tie 
loosened and collar undone. He looked so serene and assured, as if he knew destiny was on his 
side. 

Gazing at him, Sophie felt her own destiny lock into place. 

He’s mine. 

Suddenly she felt a hot glare across the aisle. 

“We’re going home,” Agatha mouthed clearly. 


“Welcome to the School for Good and Evil,” said the nicer of the two heads. 

From their seats on opposite sides of the aisle, Sophie and Agatha tracked the massive dog 
with two heads attached to a single body, pacing across a silver stone stage, cracked down the 
middle. One head was rabid, drooling, and male, with a grizzly mane. The other head was cuddly 
and cute, with a weak jaw, scanty fur, and singsong voice. No one was sure if the cuter head was 
male or female, but whatever it was, it seemed to be in charge. 

“Im Pollux, Welcoming Leader,” said the nice head. 

“AND PM CASTOR, WELCOMING LEADER ASSISTANT AND EXECUTIVE 
EXECUTIONER OF PUNISHMENT FOR ANYONE WHO BREAKS RULES OR ACTS 
LIKE A DONKEY,” the rabid one boomed. 

All the children looked scared of Castor. Even the villains. 

“Thank you, Castor,” said Pollux. “So let me first remind you why it is you’re here. All 
children are born with souls that are either Good or Evil. Some souls are purer than others—” 

“AND SOME SOULS ARE CRAP!” Castor barked. 

“As I was saying,” said Pollux, “some souls are purer than others, but all souls are 
fundamentally Good or Evil. Those who are Evil cannot make their souls Good, and those who 
are Good cannot make their souls Evil—” 

“SO JUST "CAUSE GOOD IS WINNING EVERYTHING DOESN’T MEAN YOU CAN 


SWITCH SIDES,” snarled Castor. 

The Good students cheered, “EVERS! EVERS!”; Evil students retorted, “NEVERS! 
NEVERS!” before wolves doused Evers with water buckets, fairies cast rainbows over the 
Nevers, and both sides shut up. 

“Once again,” said Pollux tightly, “those who are Evil cannot be good and those who are Good 
cannot be Evil, no matter how much you’re persuaded or punished. Now sometimes you may 
feel the stirrings of both but this just means your family tree has branches where Good and Evil 
have toxically mixed. But here at the School for Good and Evil, we will rid you of stirrings, we 
will rid you of confusion, we will try to make you as pure as possible—” 

“AND IF YOU FAIL, THEN SOMETHING SO BAD WILL HAPPEN TO YOU THAT I 
CAN’T SAY, BUT IT INVOLVES YOU NEVER BEING SEEN AGAIN!” 

“One more and it’s the muzzle!” Pollux yelled. Castor stared at his toes. 

“None of these brilliant students will fail, I’m sure,” Pollux smiled at the relieved children. 

“You say that every time and then someone fails,” Castor mumbled. 

Sophie remembered Bane’s scared face on the wall and shuddered. She had to get to Good 
soon. 

“Every child in the Endless Woods dreams of being picked to attend our school. But the 
School Master chose you,” said Pollux, scanning both sides. “For he looked into your hearts and 
saw something very rare. Pure Good and Pure Evil.” 

“If we're so pure, then what's that?” 

An impish blond boy with spiky ears stood from Evil and pointed to Sophie. 

A burly boy from Good pointed to Agatha. “We have one too!” 

“Ours smells like flowers!” yelled a villain. 

“Ours ate a fairy!” 

“Ours smiles too much!” 

“Ours farted in our face!” 

Sophie turned to Agatha, aghast. 

“Every class, we bring two Readers here from the Woods Beyond,” Pollux declared. “They 
may know our world from pictures and books, but they know our rules just as well as you. They 
have the same talents and goals, the same potential for glory. And they too have been some of 
our finest students.” 

“Like two hundred years ago,” Castor snorted. 

“They are no different than the rest of you,” Pollux said defensively. 

“They look different than the rest of us,” cracked an oily, brown-skinned villain. 

Students from both schools murmured in agreement. Sophie stared down Agatha, as if to say 
this could all be solved with a simple costume change. 

“Do not question the School Master’s selections,” said Pollux. “All of you will respect each 
other, whether you're Good or Evil, whether you're from a famous tale family or a failed one, 
whether you're a sired prince or a Reader. All of you are chosen to protect the balance between 
Good and Evil. For once that balance is compromised . . .” His face darkened. “Our world will 
perish.” 

A hush fell over the hall. Agatha grimaced. The last thing she needed was this world perishing 
while they were still in it. 

Castor raised his paw. “What,” Pollux groaned. 

“Why doesn’t Evil win anymore?” 


Pollux looked like he was about to bite his head off, but it was too late. The villains were 
rumbling. 

“Yeah, if we’re so balanced,” yelled Hort, “why do we always die?” 

“We never get good weapons!” shouted the impish boy. 

“Our henchmen betray us!” 

“Our Nemesis always has an army!” 

Hester stood. “Evil hasn’t won in two hundred years!” 

Castor tried to control himself, but his red face swelled like a balloon. “GOOD IS 
CHEATING!” 

Nevers leapt up in mutiny, hurling food, shoes, and anything else at hand at horrified Evers— 

Sophie slunk down in her seat. Tedros couldn’t possibly think she was one of these ugly 
hooligans, could he? She peeked over the bench and caught him staring right at her. Sophie 
pinked and ducked back down. 

Wolves and fairies pounced on the angry horde around her, but this time rainbows and water 
couldn’t stop them. 

“The School Master’s on their side!” Hester screamed. 

“We don’t even have a chance!” howled Hort. 

The Nevers fought past fairies and wolves, and charged the Evers’ pews— 

“It's because you’ re idiotic apes!” 

The villains looked up dumbly. 

“Now sit down before I give all of you a slap!” shrieked Pollux. 

They sat without argument. (Except Anadil’s rats, who peeked from her pocket and hissed.) 

Pollux scowled down at the villains. “Maybe if you stopped complaining, you’d produce 
someone of consequence! But all we hear is excuse after excuse. Have you produced one decent 
villain since the Great War? One villain capable of defeating their Nemesis? No wonder Readers 
come here confused! No wonder they want to be Good!” 

Sophie saw kids on both sides of the aisle sneak her sympathetic glances. 

“Students, all of you have only one concern here,” Pollux said, softening. “Do the best work 
you can. The finest of you will become princes and warlocks, knights and witches, queens and 
sorcerers—” 

“OR A TROLL OR PIG IF YOU STINK!” Castor spat. 

Students glanced at each other across the aisle, sensing the high stakes. 

“So if there are no further interruptions,” Pollux said, glowering at his brother, “let’s review 
the rules.” 


“Rule thirteen. Halfway Bridge and tower roofs are forbidden to students,” Pollux lectured 
onstage. “The gargoyles have orders to kill intruders on sight and have yet to grasp the difference 
between students and intruders—” 

Sophie found all of this dull, so she tuned out and stared at Tedros instead. She had never seen 
a boy so clean. Boys in Gavaldon smelled like hogs and slopped around with chapped lips, 
yellow teeth, and black nails. But Tedros had heavenly tan skin, dabbed with light stubble, and 
no hint (no chance!) of a blemish. Even after the vigorous swordfight, every last gold hair fell in 
place. When he licked his lips, white teeth gleamed through in perfect rows. Sophie watched a 
trickle of sweat crisscross his neck and vanish beneath his shirt. What does he smell like? She 
closed her eyes. Like fresh wood and— 


She opened her eyes and saw Beatrix subtly sniffing Tedros’ hair. 

This girl needed to be dealt with immediately. 

A headless bird landed in Sophie’s dress. She jumped on her seat, screaming and shaking her 
tunic until the dead canary plopped to the floor. She recognized the bird with a frown—then 
noticed the entire hall gaping at her. She gave her best princess curtsy and sat back down. 

“As I was saying,” Pollux said testily. 

Sophie whipped to Agatha. “What!” she mouthed. 

“We need to meet,” Agatha mouthed back. 

“My clothes,” Sophie mouthed, and turned back to the stage. 

Hester and Anadil looked at the decapitated bird, then at Agatha. 

“Her we like,” Anadil quipped, rats squeaking in agreement. 

“Your first year will consist of required courses to prepare you for three major tests: the Trial 
by Tale, the Circus of Talents, and the Snow Ball,” Castor growled. “After the first year, you will 
be divided into three tracks: one for villain and hero Leaders, one for henchmen and helper 
Followers, and one for Mogrifs, or those that will undergo transformation.” 

“For the next two years, Leaders will train to fight their future Nemeses,” Pollux said. 
“Followers will develop skills to defend their future Leaders. Mogrifs will learn to adapt to their 
new forms and survive in the treacherous Woods. Finally, after the third year, Leaders will be 
paired with Followers and Mogrifs and you will all move into the Endless Woods to begin your 
journeys...” 

Sophie tried to pay attention but couldn’t with Beatrix practically in Tedros’ lap. Fuming, 
Sophie picked at the glittering silver swan crest stitched on her smelly smock. It was the only 
tolerable thing about it. 

“Now as to how we determine your future tracks, we do not give ‘marks’ here at the School for 
Good and Evil,” said Pollux. “Instead, for every test or challenge, you will be ranked within your 
classes so you know exactly where you stand. There are 120 students in each school and we have 
divided you into six groups of 20 for your classes. After each challenge, you will be ranked from 
1 to 20. If you are ranked in the top five in your group consistently, you will end up on the 
Leader track. If you score in the midrange repeatedly, you’ll end up a Follower. And if you're 
consistently below a 13, then your talents will be best served as a Mogrif, either animal or plant.” 

Students on both aisles murmured, already placing bets on who would end up a tumbo tree. 

“I must add that anyone who receives three 20s in a row will immediately be failed,” said 
Pollux gravely. “As I said, given the exceptional incompetence required to earn three straight 
last-place ranks, I am confident this rule will not apply to any of you.” 

The Nevers in her row threw Sophie a look. 

“When they put me where I belong, you’ll all feel foolish, won't you?” Sophie shot back. 

“Your swan crest will be visible on your heart at all times,” Pollux continued. “Any attempt to 
conceal or remove it will likely result in injury or embarrassment, so please refrain.” 

Confused, Sophie watched students on both sides trying to cover the glittering silver swans on 
their uniforms. Mimicking them, she folded the droopy collar of her tunic to obscure her own 
swan—instantly the crest vanished off the robe and appeared on her chest. Stunned, she ran her 
finger over the swan, but it was embedded in her skin like a tattoo. She released the fold and the 
swan vanished off her skin and reappeared on the robe. Sophie frowned. Perhaps not so tolerable 
after all. 

“Furthermore, as the Theater of Tales is in Good this year, Nevers will be escorted here for all 


joint school functions,” said Pollux. “Otherwise, you must remain in your schools at all times.” 

“Why is the Theater in Good?” Dot hollered through a mouthful of fudge. 

Pollux raised his nose. “Whoever wins the Circus of Talents gets the Theater in their school.” 

“And Good hasn’t lost a Circus or Trial by Tale or, now that I think about it, any competition 
at this school for the last two hundred years,” Castor harrumphed. Villains started rumbling 
again. 

“But Good is so far from Evil!” Dot huffed. 

“Heaven forbid she has to walk,” Sophie mumbled. Dot heard and glowered at her. Sophie 
cursed herself. The only person who was civil to her and she had to ruin it. 

Pollux ignored the Nevers’ grumbles and droned on about curfew times, lulling half the room 
to sleep. Reena raised her hand. “Are Groom Rooms open yet?” 

All of a sudden the Evers looked awake. 

“Well, I was planning to discuss Groom Rooms next assembly,” Pollux said— 

“Ts it true that only certain kids can use them?” asked Millicent. 

Pollux sighed. “Groom Rooms in the Good Towers are only available to Evers ranked in the 
top half of their class on any given day. Rankings will be posted on the Groom Room doors and 
throughout the castle. Please do not abuse Albemarle if he’s behind on posting them. Now as to 
curfew rules—” 

“What are Groom Rooms?” Sophie whispered to Hester. 

“Where Evers primp, preen, and get their hair done,” Hester shuddered. 

Sophie sprang up. “Do we have Groom Rooms?” 

Pollux pursed his lips. “Nevers have Doom Rooms, dear.” 

“Where we get our hair done?” Sophie beamed. 

“Where you’re beaten and tortured,” Pollux said. 

Sophie sat down. 

“Now curfew will occur at precisely—” 

“How do you become Class Captain?” Hester asked. The question and the presumptuous tone 
behind it instantly made her unpopular on both sides of the aisle. 

“If you all flunk curfew inspections, don’t blame me!” Pollux groaned. “All right. After the 
Trial by Tale, the top-ranked students in each school will be named Class Captain. These two 
students will have special privileges, including private study with select faculty, field trips into 
the Endless Woods, and the chance to train with renowned heroes and villains. As you know, our 
Captains have gone on to be some of the greatest legends in the Endless Woods.” 

While both sides buzzed, Sophie gritted her teeth. She knew if she could just get to the right 
school, she’d not only be Good’s Captain, she’d end up more famous than Snow White. 

“This year you will have six required classes in your individual schools,” Pollux went on. “The 
seventh class, Surviving Fairy Tales, will include both Good and Evil and takes place in the Blue 
Forest behind the schools. Also please note, both Beautification and Etiquette are for Good girls 
only, while Good boys will have Grooming and Chivalry instead.” 

Agatha woke from her stupor. If she didn’t have enough reasons to escape, the thought of a 
Beautification class was the last straw. They had to get out of here tonight. She turned to an 
adorable girl next to her, with narrow brown eyes and short black hair, fixing her lipstick in a 
pocket mirror. 

“Mind if I borrow your lipstick?” Agatha asked. 

The girl took one look at Agatha’s ashy, cracked lips and thrust it at her. “Keep it.” 


“Breakfast and supper will take place in your school supper halls, but you’ll all eat lunch 
together in the Clearing,” Castor grunted. “That is, if you’re mature enough to handle the 
privilege.” 

Sophie felt her heart race. If the schools ate their lunches together, tomorrow would be her first 
chance to talk to Tedros. What would she say to him? And how would she get rid of that beastly 
Beatrix? 

“The Endless Woods beyond the school gates are barred to first-year students,” said Pollux. 
“And though that rule may fall on deaf ears for the most adventurous of you, let me remind you 
of the most important rule of all. One that will cost you your lives if you fail to obey.” 

Sophie snapped to attention. 

“Never go into the Woods after dark,” said Pollux. 

His cuddly smile returned. “You may return to your schools! Supper is at seven o’clock 
sharp!” 

As Sophie rose with the Nevers, mentally rehearsing her lunch meeting with Tedros, a voice 
ripped through the chatter— 

“How do we see the School Master?” 

The hall went dead silent. Students turned, shell-shocked. 

Agatha stood alone in the aisle, glaring up at Castor and Pollux. 

The twin-headed dog jumped off the stage and landed a foot from her, splashing her with 
drool. Both heads glared into Agatha’s eyes, wearing the same ferocious expression. It wasn’t 
clear who was who. 

“You don’t,” they growled. 

As fairies whisked flailing Agatha to the east door, she passed Sophie for an instant, just long 
enough to thrust out a rose petal marred by a lipstick message: “BRIDGE, 9 PM.” 

But Sophie never saw it. Her eyes were locked on Tedros, a hunter stalking its prey, until she 
was shoved from the hall by villains. 

Right then and there, the problem smashed Agatha in the face. The one that had plagued them 
all along. For as the two girls were pulled to their opposing towers, their opposing desires 
couldn’t have been clearer. Agatha wanted her only friend back. But a friend wasn’t enough for 
Sophie. Sophie had always wanted more. 

Sophie wanted a prince. 


6 
Definitely Evil 


The next morning, fifty princesses dashed about the fifth floor as if it was their wedding day. 
On the first day of class, they all wanted to make their best impressions on teachers, boys, and 
anyone else who might lead them to Ever After. Swans twinkling on nightgowns, they flurried 
into each other’s rooms, glossing lips, poofing hair, buffing nails, and trailing so much perfume 
that fairies passed out and littered the hall like dead flies. Still no one seemed any closer to being 
dressed, and indeed, when the clock tolled 8:00 a.m., signaling the start of breakfast, not a single 
girl had put on her clothes. 





“Breakfast makes you fat anyway,” Beatrix reassured. 

Reena poked her head into the hall. “Has anyone seen my panties!” 

Agatha certainly hadn’t. She was free-falling through a dark chute, trying to remember how 
she found Halfway Bridge the first time. Honor Tower to Hansel’s Haven to Merlin’s 
Menagerie... 

After landing on the beanstalk, she crept through the dim Gallery of Good, until she found the 
doors behind the stuffed bears. Or was it Honor Tower to Cinderella Commons . . . Still mulling 
the correct route, she threw open the doors to the stair room and ducked. The palatial glass lobby 
was packed with faculty in their colorful dresses and suits, mingling before class. Neon-haired 
nymphs in pink gowns, white veils, and blue lace gloves floated about the foyer, refilling 
teacups, frosting biscuits, and flicking fairies off sugar cubes. From behind the doors, Agatha 
peeked at the stairs marked HONOR, lit by high stained glass windows, far across the crowd. 
How could she get past them all? 

She felt something scrape her leg and turned to find a mouse gnawing her petticoat. Agatha 


kicked the mouse away, which tumbled into the paws of a stuffed cat. The mouse screeched, then 
saw the cat was dead. It gave Agatha its dirtiest look and marched back into its hole in the wall. 

Even the vermin here hate me, she sighed as she tried to salvage her petticoat. Her fingers 
stopped as they ran over the torn white lace. Perhaps she shouldn’t have been so hard on that 
mouse. ... 

A few moments later, an undersized nymph in a ragged lace veil scurried through the room for 
the Honor stairs. Unfortunately the veil left Agatha blind and she tripped into a nymph, who 
crashed into a teacher—“Heavens Saint Mary!” Clarissa moaned, dripping with prune tea. As 
alarmed professors dabbed at her dress, Agatha slid behind the Charity steps. 

“Those nymphs really are too tall,” Clarissa scolded. “Next thing you know they’ll knock 
down a tower!” 

By then, Agatha had already disappeared into Honor Tower and found her way up to Hansel’s 
Haven, the wing of first-floor classrooms made completely out of candy. There was a room of 
sparkled blue swizzles and rock sugar, glittering like a salt mine. There was a marshmallow 
room with white fudge chairs and gingerbread desks. There was even a room made of lollipops, 
blanketing the walls in rainbow colors. Agatha wondered how in the world these rooms stayed 
intact and then saw an inscription sweeping the corridor wall in cherry gumdrops: 


TEMPTATION IS THE PATH TO EVIL 


Agatha ate half of it before she hustled by two passing teachers, who gave her veil a curious 
look but didn’t stop her. 

“Must be spots,” she heard one whisper as she raced up the back stairs (but not before stealing 
a caramel doorknob and butterscotch welcome mat to complete her heavenly breakfast). 

When she ran from the fairies the day before, Agatha had stumbled into the rooftop topiary by 
accident. Today, she could appreciate Merlin’s Menagerie, as the school map named it, filled 
with magnificently sculpted hedges that told the legend of King Arthur in sequence. Each hedge 
celebrated a scene from the king’s life: Arthur pulling the sword from the stone, Arthur with his 
knights at the Round Table, Arthur at the wedding altar with Guinevere. .. . 

Agatha thought of that pompous boy from the Theater, the one everyone said was King 
Arthur’s son. How could he see this and not feel suffocated? How could he survive the 
comparisons, the expectations? At least he had beauty on his side. Imagine if he looked like me, 
she snorted. They’d have dumped the baby in the woods. 

The final sculpture in the sequence was the one with the pond, a towering statue of Arthur 
receiving Excalibur from the Lady of the Lake. This time Agatha jumped into its water on 
purpose and fell through the secret portal, completely dry, onto Halfway Bridge. 

She hurried towards the midpoint, where the fog began, palms extended in case the barrier 
came earlier than she remembered. But as she entered the mist, her hands couldn’t find it. She 
moved deeper into fog. It’s gone! Agatha broke into a run, wind whipping the veil off her face— 

BAM! She stumbled back, exploding with pain. Apparently the barrier moved where it wanted. 

Avoiding her reflection in its sheen, she touched the invisible wall and felt its cold, hard 
surface. Suddenly she noticed movement through the fog and saw two people step through Evil’s 
archway onto Halfway Bridge. Agatha froze. She had no time to get back to Good, nowhere on 
the Bridge to hide. ... 


Two teachers, the handsome Good professor who had smiled at her and an Evil one with boils 
on both cheeks, walked across the Bridge and through the barrier without the slightest hesitation. 
Dangling from the stone rail high over the moat, Agatha listened to them pass, then peeked over 
the rail edge. The two teachers were about to disappear into Good when the handsome man 
looked back and smiled. Agatha ducked. 

“What is it, August?” she heard the Evil teacher ask. 

“My eyes playing tricks on me,” he chuckled as they entered the towers. 

Definitely a crackpot, Agatha thought. 

Moments later, she was in front of the invisible wall once more. How had they passed? She 
searched for an edge but couldn’t find one. She tried kicking it, but it was hard as steel. Peering 
up into the School for Evil, Agatha could see wolves herding students down stairs. She would be 
in plain sight if the fog thinned even slightly. Giving the wall a last kick, she retreated to Good. 

“And don’t come back!” 

Agatha spun around to see who had spoken, but all she found was her reflection in the barrier, 
arms folded. She averted her eyes. Now I’m hearing things. Lovely. 

She turned towards the tower and noticed her own arms hanging by her sides. She whirled to 
face her reflection. “Did you just speak?” 

Her reflection cleared its throat. 


“Good with Good, 
Evil with Evil, 
Back to your tower before there’s upheaval.” 


“Um, I need to get through,” Agatha said, eyes glued to the ground. 


“Good with Good, 

Evil with Evil, 

Back to your tower before there’s serious upheaval, 

meaning cleaning plates after supper or losing your Groom Room privileges or both if I have 
anything to say about it.” 


“T need to see a friend,” Agatha pressed. 

“Good has no friends on the other side,” her reflection said. 

Agatha heard sugary ringing and turned to see the glow of fairies at the end of the Bridge. How 
could she outwit herself? How could she find the chink in her own armor? 

Good with Good... Evil with Evil... 

In a flash, she knew the answer. 

“How about you?” Agatha said, still looking away. “Do you have any friends?” 

Her reflection tensed. “I don’t know. Do I?” 

Agatha gritted her teeth and met her own eyes. “You’re too ugly to have friends.” 

Her reflection turned sad. “Definitely Evil,” it said, and vanished. 

Agatha reached out her hand to touch the barrier. This time it went straight through. 

By the time the fairy patrol made it onto the Bridge, the fog had erased her tracks. 


The moment Agatha stepped foot into Evil, she had the feeling this was where she belonged. 


Crouched behind the statue of a bald, bony witch in the leaky foyer, she scanned across cracked 
ceilings, singed walls, serpentine staircases, shadow-masked halls. . . . She couldn't have 
designed it better herself. 

With the coast clear of wolves, Agatha snuck through the main corridor, soaking in the 
portraits of villainous alumni. She had always found villains more exciting than heroes. They had 
ambition, passion. They made the stories happen. Villains didn’t fear death. No, they wrapped 
themselves in death like suits of armor! As she inhaled the school’s graveyard smell, Agatha felt 
her blood rush. For like all villains, death didn’t scare her. It made her feel alive. 

She suddenly heard chatter and shrank behind a wall. A wolf came into view, leading a group 
of Nevergirls down the Vice staircase. Agatha heard them twitter about their first classes, 
catching the words “Henchmen,” “Curses,” “Uglification.” How could these kids be any uglier? 
Agatha felt the blush of shame. Looking at this parade of sallow bodies and repugnant faces, she 
knew she fit right in. Even their frumpy black smocks were just like the one she wore every day 
back home. But there was a difference between her and these villains. Their mouths twisted with 
bitterness, their eyes flickered with hate, their fists curled with pent-up rage. They were wicked, 
no doubt, and Agatha didn’t feel wicked at all. But then she remembered Sophie’s words. 

Different usually turns out Evil. 

Panic gripped her throat. That’s why the shadow didn’t kidnap a second child. 

I was meant to be here all along. 

Tears stung her eyes. She didn’t want to be like these children! She didn’t want to be a villain! 
She wanted to find her friend and go home! 

With no clue where to even look, Agatha hurtled up a staircase marked MISCHIEF to the 
landing, which split in two scraggy stone paths. She heard voices from the left, so she dashed 
right, down a short hall to a dead end of sooty walls. Agatha backed against one, petrified by 
voices growing louder, then felt something creak behind her. It wasn’t a wall but a door 
blanketed in ash. Her dress had wiped enough clean to reveal red letters: 


THE EXHIBITION OF EVIL 


It was pitch-dark inside. Coughing on must and cobwebs, Agatha lit a match. Where Good’s 
gallery was pristine and vast, Evil’s sparse broom closet reflected their two-hundred-year losing 
streak. Agatha examined the faded uniform of a boy who became Rumpelstiltskin, a broken- 
framed essay on “Morality of Murder” by a future witch, a few stuffed crows hanging off 
crumbled walls, and a rotted vine of thorns that blinded a famous prince, labeled Vera of Woods 
Beyond. Agatha had seen her face on Missing posters in Gavaldon. 

Shuddering, she noticed flecks of color on the wall and held her match to it. It was a panel in a 
mural, like the one of Ever After in the Good Towers. Each of the eight panels showed a black- 
robed villain reveling in an inferno of infinite power—flying through fire, transmuting in body, 
fracturing in soul, manipulating space and time. At the top of the mural, stretching from the first 
panel to last, were giant letters set aflame: 


NEVERMORE 


Where Evers dreamt of love and happiness, the Nevers sought a world of solitude and power. 
As the sinister visions sent thrills through her heart, Agatha felt the shock of truth. 


I’m a Never. 

Her best friend was an Ever. If they didn’t get home soon, Sophie would see the truth. Here 
they couldn’t be friends. 

She saw a snouted shadow move into her match light. Two shadows. Three. Just as the wolves 
pounced, Agatha wheeled and whipped Vera’s thorns across their faces. The wolves roared in 
surprise and stumbled back, giving her just enough time to scramble to the door. Breathless, she 
dashed down the hall, up the stairs, until she found herself on Malice Hall’s second floor, 
hunting for Sophie’s name on the dormitory doors—Vex & Brone, Hort & Ravan, Flynt & Titan 
—Boys’ floor! 

Just as she heard a door open, she sprinted up the back stairs to a dead-end attic filled with 
murky vials of frog’s toes, lizard legs, dog tongues. (Her mother was right. Who knew how long 
these had been sitting here.) She heard a wolf slobbering up the steps— 

Agatha climbed out the attic window onto the soaring roof and clung to the rain gutter. 
Thunder detonated from black clouds, while across the lake, the Good Towers twinkled in 
perfect sunshine. As the storm drenched her pink dress, her eyes followed the long, twisted 
gutter, shooting water through the mouths of three stone gargoyles that held up its brass beams. It 
was her only hope. She climbed into the gutter, hands struggling to keep grip on the slippery 
rails, and craned back to the window, knowing the white wolf was coming— 

But he wasn’t. He stared at her through the window, hairy arms folded over red jacket. 

“There are worse things than wolves, you know.” 

He walked away, leaving her agape. 

What? What could possibly be worse than— 

Something moved in the rain. 

Agatha shielded her eyes and peered through the sparkling blur to see the first stone gargoyle 
yawn and spread his dragon wings. Then the second gargoyle, with a snake’s head and lion’s 
trunk, stretched his with a gunshot crack. Then the third, twice as big as the others, with a horned 
demon head, man’s torso, and studded tail, thrust out jagged wings wider than the tower. 

Agatha blanched. Gargoyles! What did the dog say about gargoyles! 

Their eyes turned to her, viciously red, and she remembered. 

Orders to kill. 

With a collective shriek, they leapt off their perches. Without their support, the gutter collapsed 
and she plunged into its water with a scream. The tidal wave of rain slammed her through 
harrowing turns and drops as the loose beam lurched wildly in the rain. Agatha saw two 
gargoyles swoop for her and she swerved in the gutter slide just in time. The third, the horned 
demon, rose up high and blasted fire from its nose. Agatha grabbed onto the rails and the fireball 
hit in front of her, searing a giant hole in the beam—she skidded short just before she plummeted 
through. A crushing force tackled her from behind and the dragon-winged gargoyle grabbed her 
leg in his sharp talons and hoisted her into the air. 

“I'm a student!” Agatha screamed. 

The gargoyle dropped her, startled. 

“See!” Agatha cried, pointing at her face. “I’m a Never!” 

Sweeping down, the gargoyle studied her face to see if this was true. 

It grabbed her by the throat to say it wasn’t. 

Agatha screamed and stabbed her foot into the burnt hole, deflecting rushing water into the 
monster’s eye. It stumbled blindly, claws flailing for her, only to fall through the hole and shatter 


its wing on the balcony below. Agatha held onto the rails for life, fighting terrible pain in her leg. 
But through the water, she saw another one coming. With an ear-piercing screech, the snake- 
headed gargoyle tore through the flood and snatched her into the air. Just as its massive jaws 
yawned to devour her, Agatha thrust her foot between its teeth, which smashed down on her hard 
black clump and snapped like matchsticks. Dazed, the monster dropped her. Agatha crash-landed 
in the flooding gutter and gripped the rail. 

“Help!” she screamed. If she held on, someone would hear and rescue her. “Helll—” 

Her hands slipped. She careened down eaves, jerking and heaving towards the last spout, 
where the biggest gargoyle waited, horned like the devil, jaws wide over the spout like an 
infernal tunnel. Clawing, gurgling, Agatha tried to stop herself, but the rain bashed her along in 
gushing bursts. She looked down and saw the gargoyle blast fire from its nose, which rocketed 
across the pipe. Agatha ducked underwater to avoid instant cremation and bobbed back up, 
clinging to the rail’s edge above the final drop. The next rush of rain would send her right into 
the gargoyle’s open mouth. 

Then she remembered the gargoyles when she first saw them: guarding the gutter, spewing rain 
from their mouths. 

What goes out must come in. 

She heard the next wave coming behind her. With a silent prayer, Agatha let go and fell into 
the demon’s smoking jaws. Just as fire and teeth skewered her, rain smashed through the spout 
behind her, shooting her through the hole in the gargoyle’s throat and out into the gray sky. She 
glanced back at the choking gargoyle and let out a scream of relief, which turned to terror as she 
free-fell. Through the fog, Agatha glimpsed a spiked wall about to impale her, and an open 
window beneath it. She curled into a desperate ball, just missed the lethal blades, and crashed on 
her stomach, dripping wet, and coughing up water on the sixth floor of Malice Hall. 

“I—thought—gargoyles—were—decoration,” she wheezed. 

Clutching her leg, Agatha limped down the dorm hall, hunting for signs of Sophie. 

Just as she was about to start pounding on doors, she caught sight of one at the end of the hall, 
grafittied with a caricature of a blond princess, splashed with painted slurs: LOSER, READER, 
EVER LOVER. 

Agatha knocked hard. “Sophie! It’s me!” 

Doors started opening at the other end of the hall. 

Agatha pounded harder. “Sophie!” 

Black-robed girls started emerging from their rooms. Agatha jiggled Sophie’s door handle and 
shoved against the frame, but it wouldn’t budge. Just as the Nevergirls turned, poised to discover 
the intruder in pink, Agatha took a running start, threw herself against the defaced door of Room 
66, which swung open and slammed shut behind her. 

“YOU HAVE NO IDEA WHAT I WENT THROUGH TO GET HE—” She stopped. 

Sophie was crouched over a puddle of water on the floor, singing as she applied blush in her 
reflection. 


“I’m a pretty princess, sweet as a pea, 
Waiting for my prince to marry me... .” 


Three bunk mates and three rats watched from across the room, mouths open in shock. 
Hester looked up at Agatha. “She flooded our floor.” 


“To do her makeup,” said Anadil. 

“Whoever heard of anything so evil?” Dot grimaced. “Song included.” 

“Is my face even?” Sophie said, squinting into the puddle. “I can’t go to class looking like a 
clown.” Her eyes shifted. “Agatha, darling! About time you came to your senses. Your 
Uglification class starts in two minutes and you don’t want to make a poor first impression.” 

Agatha stared at her. 

“Of course,” Sophie said, standing up. “We have to switch clothes first. Come, off they go.” 

“You’re not going to class, darling,” Agatha said, turning red. “We’re going to the School 
Master’s tower right now before we’re stuck here forever!” 

“Don’t be a boob,” said Sophie, tugging at Agatha’s dress. “We can’t just break into some 
tower in broad daylight. And if you’re going home anyway, you should give me your clothes 
now so I don’t miss any assignments.” 

Agatha wrenched away. “Okay, that’s it! Now listen to—” 

“You'll blend right in here,” Sophie smiled, studying Agatha next to her roommates. 

Agatha lost her fire. “Because I’m... ugly?” 

“Oh, for goodness’ sakes, Aggie, look at this place,” Sophie said. “You like gloom and doom. 
You like suffering and unhappiness and, um . . . burnt things. You’ll be happy here.” 

“We agree,” said a voice behind Agatha, and she turned in surprise. 

“You come live here,” Hester said to her— 

“And she drowns in the lake,” Dot scowled at Sophie, still wounded by her jibe at the 
Welcoming. 

“We liked you the moment we saw you,” Anadil cooed, rats licking Agatha’s feet. 

“You belong here with us,” Hester said, as she, Anadil, and Dot crowded around Agatha, 
whose head swung nervously between this villainous threesome. Did they really want to be her 
friend? Was Sophie right? Could being a villain make her . . . happy? 

Agatha’s stomach churned. She didn’t want to be Evil! Not when Sophie was Good! They had 
to get out of this place before it tore them apart! 

“Im not leaving you!” she cried to Sophie, breaking away. 

“No one’s asking you to leave me, Agatha,” Sophie said tightly. “We’re just asking you to 
leave your clothes.” 

“No!” Agatha shouted. “We’re not switching clothes. We’re not switching rooms. We’re not 
switching schools!” 

Sophie and Hester exchanged furtive glances. 

“We’re going home!” Agatha said, voice catching. “We can be friends there—on the same side 
—no Good, no Evil—we”ll be happy forev—” 

Sophie and Hester tackled her. Dot and Anadil pulled the pink dress off Agatha’s body, and the 
four of them shoved Sophie’s black robes on in its place. Shimmying into her new pink dress, 
Sophie threw open the door. “Goodbye, Evil! Hello, Love!” 

Agatha stumbled to her feet and looked down at a putrid black sack that fit just how she liked. 

“And all is right in the world,” Hester sighed. “Really, I don’t know how you were ever friends 
with that tram—” 

“Get back here!” Agatha yelled, pursuing Sophie in pink through the hall’s hordes of black. 
Shocked by an Ever in their midst, Nevers swarmed around Sophie and started to beat her about 
the head with books, bags, and shoes— 

“No! She’s one of us!” 


All the Nevers turned to Hort, in the stairwell, including dumbstruck Sophie. Hort pointed at 
Agatha in black. 

“That’s the Ever!” 

The Nevers unleashed a new war cry and mobbed Agatha as Sophie shoved Hort away and 
escaped down the stairs. Agatha scraped through the gauntlet with a few well-placed kicks and 
slid down the banister to cut Sophie off. With Sophie in sight, she tracked her through a tight 
corridor, reached out her hand to grab her by the pink collar, but Sophie turned a corner, ran up 
snaking steps, and veered off the first floor. Agatha swerved into a dead end, saw Sophie 
magically jump through a wall, blood-splattered “NO STUDENTS!” and with a flying leap, 
Agatha jumped through the portal right after her— 

And landed on the Evil end of Halfway Bridge. 

But this was where the chase ceased, for Sophie was too far to Good to catch. Through the fog, 
Agatha could see her glowing with joy. 

“Agatha, he’s King Arthur’s son,” Sophie gushed. “A real-life prince! But what do I say to 
him? How do I show him I’m the one?” 

Agatha tried to hide her hurt. “You’d leave me here... . alone?” 

Sophie’s face softened. 

“Please don’t worry, Aggie. Everything is perfect now,” she said gently. “We’ll still be best 
friends. Just in different schools, like we planned. No one can stop us from being friends, can 
they?” 

Agatha gazed at Sophie’s beautiful smile and believed her. 

But all of a sudden, her friend’s smile vanished. Because on Sophie’s body, the pink dress 
magically rotted to black. Just like that Sophie was in her old, sagging villain robes, swan 
glittering over her heart. She looked up and gasped. Across the Bridge, Agatha’s black robes had 
shrunk back to pink. 

The two girls gaped at each other in shock. Suddenly, shadows swept over Sophie, and Agatha 
spun. The giant wave swelled high above her, waters curling into a shimmering lasso. Before 
Agatha could run, it swooped and hurled her across the bay into sunlit mist. Sophie lunged to the 
Bridge’s gloomy edge and let out a wail of injustice. 

The wave slowly rose back over her, but this time its waters didn’t shimmer. With a belligerent 
roar, it smashed Sophie back into the School for Evil and right back on schedule. 


7 
Grand High Witch Ultimate 


“Why do we need to uglify?” 

Sophie peeked through her fingers at Professor Manley’s bald, pimpled head and squash- 
colored skin, trying not to gag. Around her, Nevers sat at charred desks with rusty mirrors, 
cheerily bashing tadpoles to death in iron bowls. If she didn’t know better, she’d think they were 
making a Sunday cake. 

Why am I still here? she fumed through furious tears. 





“Why do we need to be revolting and repugnant?” Manley jowled. “Hester!” 

“Because it makes us fearsome,” Hester said, and swigged her tadpole juice, instantly 
springing a rash of red pox. 

“Wrong!” roared Manley. “Anadil!” 

“Because it makes little boys cry,” Anadil said, sprouting her own red blisters. 

“Wrong! Dot!” 

“Because it’s easier to get ready in the morning?” Dot asked, mixing her juice with chocolate. 

“Wrong and stupid!” Manley scorned. “Only once you give up the surface can you dig beneath 
it! Only once you relinquish vanity can you be yourself!” 

Sophie crawled behind desks, lunged for the door—the knob burnt her hand and she yelped. 

“Only once you destroy who you think you are can you embrace who you truly are!” Manley 
said, glaring right at her. 

Whimpering, Sophie crawled back to her desk, past villains exploding in shingles. Smoky- 
green ranks popped out of thin air around her— “1” over Hester, “2” over Anadil, “3” over oily, 
brown-skinned Ravan, “4” over blond, pointy-eared Vex. Hort drank his draught excitedly, only 
to see a wee zit spurt from his chin. He smacked away a stinky “19,” but the rank smacked him 


right back. 

“Ugliness means you rely on intelligence,” Manley leered, slinking towards Sophie. “Ugliness 
means you trust your soul. Ugliness means freedom.” 

He flung a bowl onto her desk. 

Sophie looked down into black tadpole juice. Some of it was still moving. 

“Actually, Professor, I believe my Beautification teacher will object to my participation in this 
assign—” 

“Three failing marks and you’ll end up something uglier than me,” Manley spat. 

Sophie looked up. “I really don’t think that’s possible.” 

Manley turned to the class. “Who would like to help our dear Sophie taste freedom?” 

“Me!” 

Sophie whipped around. 

“Don’t worry,” Hort whispered, “you’ll look better this way.” 

Before Sophie could scream, he plunged her head into the bowl. 


Lying in a puddle on the banks of Good, Agatha replayed the scene from Evil. Her best friend 
had called her a boob, flying tackled her, stolen her clothes, left her to witches, and then asked 
for love advice. 

It’s this place, she thought. In Gavaldon, Sophie would forget about classes and castles and 
boys. In Gavaldon, they could find a happy ending together. Not here. I just need to get us home. 

And yet, something still bothered her. That moment on the Bridge—Sophie in pink against the 
School for Good, she in black against the School for Evil . . . “Everything is perfect now,” 
Sophie said. And she was right. For a brief moment, the mistake had been corrected. They were 
where they belonged. 

So why couldn’t we stay? 

Whatever happened, it was a close call. Because once Sophie made it to Good, she’d never 
leave. Agatha’s breath shallowed. She had to make sure the faculty didn’t discover the mix-up! 
She had to make sure they weren’t switched to the right schools! But how could she make sure 
Sophie stayed put? 

Go to class, her heart whispered. 

Pollux said the schools kept an even number of students to preserve the balance. So for the 
mistake to be corrected, they both would have to be switched. As long as Agatha held her place 
in the School for Good, then Sophie was stuck in the School for Evil. And if there was one thing 
she knew for sure, it was that Sophie couldn’t possibly last as a villain. A few more days there 
and she’d beg for Gavaldon. 

Go to class. Of course! 

She would find a way to last at this horrid school and wear Sophie down. For the first time 
since they were kidnapped, Agatha opened her heart to hope. 

Hope died ten minutes later. 

Professor Emma Anemone, whistling in a blinding yellow dress and long fox-fur gloves, 
walked into her pink taffy classroom, took one look at Agatha, and stopped whistling. But then 
she murmured “Rapunzel took some work too,” and launched into her first lesson on “Making 
Smiles Kinder.” 

“Now the key is to communicate with your eyes,” she chirped, and demonstrated the perfect 
princess smile. With her bulging eyes and wild yellow hair matching her dress, Agatha thought 


she looked like a manic canary. But Agatha knew her chances of getting home rested in her 
hands, so she mimicked her toothy beam with the others. 

Professor Anemone walked around surveying the girls. “Not so much squinting . . . A little less 
nose, dear... Oh my, absolutely beautiful!” She was talking about Beatrix, who lit up the room 
with her dazzling smile. “That, my Evers, is a smile that can win the heart of the steeliest prince. 
A smile that can broker peace in the greatest of wars. A smile that can lead a kingdom to hope 
and prosperity!” 

Then she saw Agatha. “You there! No smirking!” 

With her teacher looming, Agatha tried to concentrate and duplicate Beatrix’s perfect smile. 
For a second she thought she had it. 

“Goodness! Now it’s a creepy grin! A smile, child! Just your normal, everyday smile!” 

Happy. Think of something happy. 

But all she could think of was Sophie on the Bridge, leaving her for a boy she didn’t even 
know. 

“Now it’s positively malevolent!” Professor Anemone shrieked. 

Agatha turned and saw the whole class cowering, as if expecting her to turn them all into bats. 
(“Do you think she eats children?” said Beatrix. “I’m so glad I moved out,” Reena sighed.) 

Agatha frowned. It couldn’t have been that bad. 

Then she saw Professor Anemone’s face. 

“If you ever need a man to trust you, if you ever need a man to save you, if you ever need a 
man to love you, whatever you do, child... don’t smile at him.” 

Princess Etiquette, taught by Pollux, was worse. He arrived in a bad mood, hobbling with his 
massive canine head attached to a skinny goat’s carcass and muttering that Castor “has the body 
this week.” He looked up and saw girls staring at him. 

“And here I thought I was teaching princesses. All I see are twenty ill-mannered girls gaping 
like toads. Are you toads? Do you like to catch flies with your little pink tongues?” 

The girls stopped staring after that. 

The first lesson was “Princess Posture,” which involved the girls descending the four tower 
staircases with nests of nightingale eggs on their heads. Though most of the girls succeeded 
without breaking any eggs, Agatha had a harder time. There were a number of reasons for this: a 
lifetime of slouching, Beatrix and Reena intently watching her with their new Kinder Smiles, her 
mind chattering that Sophie would win this with her eyes closed, and the absurdity of a dog 
barking about posture while teetering on goat legs. In the end, she left twenty eggs bleeding yolk 
on marble. 

“Twenty beautiful nightingales who will not have life . . . because of you,” said Pollux. 

As class ranks appeared over each girl in ethereal gold clouds—Beatrix 1st, of course—Agatha 
spun to see a rusted “20” hover over, then crash into her head. 

Two classes, two last-place ranks. One more and she would learn what happened to children 
who failed. With her plan to get Sophie home crumbling by the minute, Agatha hurried to her 
next class, desperate to prove herself Good. 


Shingles wouldn’t keep Cinderella from the Ball. Shingles wouldn’t keep Sleeping Beauty from 
her kiss. 

Staring at her pustuled reflection in her desk mirror, Sophie forced her kindest smile. She had 
solved every problem in life with beauty and charm and she would solve this one the same way. 


Henchmen Training took place in the Belfry, a dreary open-air cloister atop Malice tower that 
required a thirty-flight ascent up a staircase so narrow the students were squeezed into single file. 

“So... nauseous,” Dot panted like an overheated camel. 

“If she pukes near me, I’m throwing her off the tower,” Hester crabbed. 

As she climbed, Sophie tried not to think about pustules, puke, or putrid Hort, who was trying 
to cram beside her. “I know you hate me,” he pressed. She lurched to the right to block him. Hort 
tried the left. “But it was the challenge and I didn’t want you to fail and—” 

Sophie thwarted him with her elbow and raced up the last few steps, desperate to prove to her 
new teacher she was in the wrong place. Unfortunately that teacher was Castor. 

“COURSE I GET THE READER IN MY GROUP.” 

Even worse, his assistant, Beezle, was the red-skinned dwarf that Sophie had slapped on the 
ladder the day before. Upon seeing her blistered face, he giggled like a hyena. “Ugly witch!” 

Head off center on his massive dog’s body, Castor wasn’t as amused. “You’re all revolting 
enough as is,” he groused, and sent Beezle to fetch honeysuckle, which promptly restored the 
villains’ faces. While they groaned in disappointment, Sophie heaved with relief. 

“Whether you win or lose your battles depends on the competence and loyalty of your 
henchmen!” Castor said. “Of course some of you will end up henchmen yourselves, with your 
own lives depending on the strength of your Leader. Better pay attention then, if you want to stay 
alive!” 

Sophie gritted her teeth. Agatha was probably singing to doves somewhere and here she was 
about to wrangle bloodthirsty goons. 

“And now for your first challenge. How to train... .” Castor stepped aside. “A Golden Goose.” 

Sophie gaped at an elegant gold-feathered bird behind him, sleeping serenely in its nest. 

“But Golden Geese hate villains,” Anadil frowned. 

“Which means if you can train one, then taming a mountain troll will be easy,” Castor said. 

The Goose opened its pearly blue eyes, took in its villainous audience, and smiled. 

“Why is it smiling?” Dot said. 

“Because it knows we’re wasting our time,” Hester said. “Golden Geese only listen to Evers.” 

“Excuses, excuses,” Castor yawned. “Your job is to make that pathetic creature lay one of its 
prized eggs. The bigger the egg, the higher your rank.” 

Sophie’s heart raced. If the bird only listened to the Good, she could prove here and now she 
didn’t belong with these monsters! All she had to do was make the Goose lay the biggest egg! 

On the Belfry wall, Castor carved five strategies for training henchmen: 


1. Command 
2. Taunt 
3. Trick 
4. Bribe 
5. Bully 


“Now don’t go bullying the blasted bird unless you’ve gone through the other four,” Castor 
warned. “Ain’t nothin’ stopping a henchman from bullying back.” 
Sophie made sure she was last in line and watched the first five kids have zero luck, including 


Vex, who went as far as grabbing its throat, only to see the Golden Goose smile in return. 

Miraculously, Hort was the first to succeed. He had tried barking “Lay egg,” calling it a “prat,” 
and tempting it with worms, before giving up and kicking its nest. Wrong thing to kick. In a 
flash, the Goose yanked his tunic over his head and Hort yelped about blindly, banging into 
walls. (Sophie vowed if she had to see this boy one more time without clothes, she’d gouge out 
her eyes.) But the Goose seemed delighted. It flapped its wings and sniggered and squawked so 
raucously that it lost control and excreted a golden egg the size of a coin. 

Hort held it up in stunned triumph. “I won!” 

“Right, because in the heat of battle, you’ll have time to run around naked and make your 
Goose crap,” Castor snarled. 

Still, the dog had said whoever made the biggest egg won, so the other Nevers mimicked 
Hort’s tactic. Dot made faces, Ravan made shadow puppets, Anadil tickled it with a feather, and 
bald, doughy Brone sat on Beezle, much to the bird’s delight. (“Smelly witch!” the dwarf 
howled.) 

Scowling at all this, Hester walked up and punched the Goose in the stomach. It dropped an 
egg the size of a fist. “Amateurs,” she sneered. 

Then it was Sophie’s turn. 

She approached the Golden Goose, which seemed exhausted from laughing and laying. But 
when the Goose met Sophie’s gaze, it stopped blinking and sat still as a statue, studying every 
inch of her. For a moment, Sophie felt an eerie chill float through her body, as if she’d let a 
stranger into her soul. But then she looked into the bird’s warm, wise eyes and swelled with 
hope. Surely it saw she was different from the rest. 

Yes, you certainly are different. 

Sophie backed up. She peeked around to see if anyone else had heard the bird’s thoughts. But 
the rest of the Nevers just glowered impatiently, since she had to finish before they got their 
ranks. 

Sophie turned to the Goose. You can hear my thoughts ? 

They’re quite loud, replied the Goose. 

What about the others? 

No. Just you. 

Because I’m Good? Sophie smiled. 

I can give you what you want, said the Goose. I can make them see you’re a princess. One 
perfect egg and they”ll put you with your prince. 

Sophie dropped to her knees. Please! I’ll do anything you want. Just help me. 

The bird smiled. Close your eyes and make a wish. 

Overcome with relief, Sophie closed her eyes. In that shining moment, she wished for Tedros, 
her beautiful, perfect prince who could make her happy . . . 

She suddenly wondered if Agatha told him they were friends. She hoped not. 

Gasps flew around her. Sophie opened her eyes and saw the Goose’s gold feathers finish 
turning gray. Its eyes darkened from blue to black. Its warm smile went dead. 

And there was definitely no egg. 

“What happened!” Sophie twirled. “What’s it mean?” 

Castor looked petrified. “It means she’d rather give up her power than help you.” 

A “1” exploded in red flames over Sophie’s head like a diabolical crown. 

“Tt’s the most evil thing I’ve ever seen,” Castor said softly. 


Stunned, Sophie watched her classmates huddle like scared minnows—all except Hester, eyes 
blazing, as if she’d just found her competition. Behind her, Beezle shivered deep in a dark 
corner. 

“Grand Witch!” he squeaked. 

“No no no!” Sophie cried. “Not Grand Witch!” 

But Beezle nodded with certainty. “Grand High Witch Ultimate!” 

Sophie whipped back to the Goose. What did I do! 

But the Goose, gray as fog, looked at her as if it had never seen her in its life and let out the 
most ordinary of squawks. 


From the Belfry the squawk echoed across the moat, into the soaring silver tower that split the 
two sides of the bay. A silhouette appeared at the window and gazed down at his domain. 

Dozens of smoky rank numbers—brightly colored ones from Good, dark and gloomy ones 
from Evil—drifted from the two schools over the waters and wafted up to his window like 
balloons in the wind. As each one passed, his fingers ran through the smoke, which gave him the 
power to see whose rank it was and how they had earned it. He sifted through dozens of numbers 
until he came to the one he sought: a red-flame “1” that revealed its history in a flood of images. 

A Golden Goose throwing away its power for a student? Only one could have such talent. Only 
one could be so pure. 

The one who would tip the balance. 

With a chill, the School Master went back into his tower and awaited her arrival. 


Curses & Death Traps took place in a bone-numbing frost chamber, with the walls, desks, and 
chairs made completely of ice. Sophie thought she could see bodies buried deep beneath the 
frozen floor. 

“Ttttt’s colllddd,” Hort chattered. 

“It’s warmer in the Doom Room,” Lady Lesso replied. 

Howls of pain echoed from the dungeon beneath their feet. 

“I-I-I feeeel warm-m-er noww,” Hort stuttered, face blue. 

“Cold will harden your veins,” said Lady Lesso. “Which need hardening if a Reader is placing 
first in challenges.” She slunk between rows of shivering students, black braid snapping against 
her sharp-shouldered purple gown, dagger steel heels cracking on ice. 

“This is not a school for unwarranted cruelty. Hurt without reason and you are a beast, not a 
villain. No, our mission requires focus and care. In this class, you will learn to find the Ever who 
stands in the way of your goal. The one who will grow stronger as you grow weaker. They’re out 
there, my Nevers, somewhere in the Woods . . . your Nemesis. When the time is right, you will 
find and destroy them. That is your path to freedom.” 

A scream echoed from the Doom Room and Lady Lesso smiled. “Your other classes may be 
pageants of ineptitude, but not here. There will be no challenges until I see you are worthy.” 

Sophie hadn’t heard any of this. All she could hear was the Goose’s squawk banging around in 
her head. Convulsing with cold, she fought back tears. She had tried everything to get to Good: 
fleeing, fighting, pleading, switching, wishing . . . What else was left? She pictured Agatha, 
sitting in her classes, her seat, her school, and flushed hot red. And she thought they were 
friends! 

“A Nemesis is your archenemy,” said Lady Lesso, purple eyes flashing. “Your other half. Your 


soul’s inverse. Your Achilles’ heel.” 

Sophie forced herself to pay attention. After all here was a chance to learn enemy secrets. It 
might save her once she made it to Good. 

“You will come to know your Nemesis through dreams,” Lady Lesso went on, veins pulsing 
under tight skin. “A Nemesis will haunt your sleep, night after night until you see nothing but his 
or her face. Nemesis Dreams will chill your heart and boil your blood. They will make you gnash 
your teeth and rip out your hair. For they are the sum of your hate. The sum of your fears.” 

Lady Lesso dragged her long red nails across Hort’s desk. “Only when your Nemesis is dead 
will you feel quenched. Only when your Nemesis is dead will you feel free. Kill your Nemesis 
and Nevermore will welcome you to eternal glory!” 

The class tittered with excitement. 

“Of course, given our school’s history, those gates won’t open anytime soon,” she muttered. 

“How do we find our Nemesis?” asked Dot. 

“Who chooses them?” asked Hester. 

“Will they be from our class?” Ravan asked. 

“These questions are premature. Only exceptional villains are blessed with Nemesis Dreams,” 
Lady Lesso said. “No, first you should be asking why stuck-up, stupid, insipid Good wins every 
competition in this school—and how you’re going to change that.” She leered at Sophie, as if to 
say, whether she liked it or not, the pink-loving Reader might be their best hope. 

As soon as the wolves’ howls signaled class was over, Sophie darted from the ice room, up 
twisting stairs, until she found a small balcony off a hall. In the privacy of fog, she leaned against 
the damp walls of the Evil tower and finally let herself cry. She didn’t care if it ruined her 
makeup or if anyone saw. She had never felt so alone or scared. She hated this horrible place and 
couldn’t take any more. 

Sophie gazed at the School for Good, glass towers glinting across the bay. For the first time, it 
seemed out of reach. 

Lunch! 

Tedros would be there! Her shining prince, her last hope! Isn’t that what princes were for after 
all? To rescue princesses when all seemed lost? 

Heart swelling, she wiped her tears. Just make it to lunch. 

As she sprinted to Evil Hall for History of Villainy, Sophie noticed scores of buzzing Nevers 
crowded outside. Dot saw her and grabbed her arm. “They canceled classes! No one’s saying 
why.” 

“Lunch will be sent to your rooms!” boomed the white wolf, as fellow wolves cracked whips 
and drove students to their towers. 

Sophie’s heart deflated. “But what happ—” 

She suddenly smelled smoke, creeping into the hall from every direction. Sophie slid between 
the shoving mob to a stone window, where a group of students stared in stunned silence. She 
followed their eyes across the bay. 

A Good tower was on fire. 

Dot gasped. “Who could have possibly done something so . . .” 

“Brilliant,” Hester said, awestruck. 

Well, Agatha had the answer to that. 





8 
Wish Fish 





An hour before, Tedros had decided on a swim. 


By now, the ranks for the first two classes were up on the Groom Room doors, with the prince 
and Beatrix tied for first and Agatha’s name so low on the board that a pile of mouse droppings 
obscured it. Inside, the girls’ Groom Room resembled a medieval spa, with three aromatic bath 
pools (“Hot,” “Cold,” and “Just Right”), a Little Match Girl sauna, three Rose Red makeup 
stations, a Cinderella-themed pedicure corner, and a waterfall shower built into a Little Mermaid 
lagoon. The boys’ Groom Rooms focused more on fitness, with a Midas Gold sweat lodge, a 
peasant-themed tanning room, and a gymnasium with Norse hammers, mud wrestling pit, 
saltwater lap pool, and full array of Turkish baths. 





After Chivalry and Grooming, Tedros took advantage of the break before Swordplay to test out 
the pool. But just as he swam his last lap, he noticed Beatrix—and the seven girls who now 
followed her incessantly—peering wide-eyed through cracks in the wooden door. 

Tedros was used to girls watching him. But when would he find one who saw more than his 
looks? Who saw more than King Arthur’s son? Who cared about his thoughts, his hopes, his 
fears? And yet here he was, pivoted purposely as he toweled so the girls could have a perfect 
view. His mother was right. He could pretend all he wanted, but he was just like his father, for 


better and worse. 

With a sigh, he threw open the door to greet his fan club, breeches dripping, swan glittering on 
bare chest. But they were gone, victims of the fairy patrol. Tedros felt a twinge of 
disappointment as he turned the corner, only to smash into something, knocking it flat to the 
ground. 

“Pm wet. Again.” Agatha frowned and looked up. “You should watch where you’re—” 

It was the boy who had warped Sophie’s mind. The boy who had hijacked Sophie’s heart. The 
boy who had stolen her only friend. 

“I’m Tedros,” he said, and held out his hand. 

Agatha didn’t take it. She was hopelessly lost and needed directions, but this Tedros was the 
enemy. She pulled herself up, gave him a lethal glare, and shoved past his chest. That’s when she 
noticed, in addition to everything else she hated about this boy, he smelled like one too. She 
stormed to the end of the hall, clumps thunking ogreishly on glass, and with a last venomous 
sneer, snatched at the door. 

It was locked. 

“Tt’s this way.” Tedros pointed to the stairwell behind him. 

Agatha huffed past him, holding her nose. 

“Nice to meet you!” the prince called. 

He heard her snort in disgust before she trundled down the steps, casting shadows all the way. 

Tedros grimaced. Girls loved him. They always loved him. But this freakish girl looked at him 
like he was nothing. For a moment, he felt his confidence crack, then remembered what his 
father once said. 

The best villains make you doubt. 

Tedros thought he could face down any monster, any witch, any force Evil could conjure. But 
this girl was different. This girl was scary. 

Dread pricked his spine. 

So why is she in my school? 


Animal Communication, taught by Princess Uma, took place on the lakeside banks of Halfway 
Bay. For the third time that day, Agatha arrived to find a class was Girls Only. Surely the School 
for Evil didn’t see the need to decide what was a “Boy” skill or “Girl” skill. But here in the Good 
Towers, the boys went off to fight with swords while girls had to learn dog barks and owl hoots. 
No wonder princesses were so impotent in fairy tales, she thought. If all they could do was smile, 
stand straight, and speak to squirrels, then what choice did they have but to wait for a boy to 
rescue them? 

Princess Uma looked far too young to be a teacher. Nestled in prim grass, backlit by lake 
shimmer, she sat very still, hands folded in her pink dress, with black hair to her waist, olive 
skin, almond-shaped eyes, and crimson lips pursed in a tight O. When she did speak, it was in a 
giggly whisper, but she couldn’t make it through a full sentence. Every few words, she’d stop to 
listen to a distant fox or dove and respond with her own giddy howl or chirp. When she realized 
she had a whole class staring at her, she cupped her hands over her face. 

“Oops!” she tee-heed. “I have too many friends!” 

Agatha couldn’t tell if she was nervous or just an idiot. 

“Evil has many weapons on its side,” said Princess Uma, finally settling down. “Poisons, 
plagues, curses, hexes, henchmen, and black, black magic. But you have animals!” 


Agatha snickered. When faced with an axe-wielding henchman, she would be sure to bring a 
butterfly. Judging by the others’ faces, she wasn’t the only one unconvinced. Princess Uma 
noticed. The teacher unleashed a piercing whistle and a barrage of barks, bays, neighs, and roars 
blasted from the Woods beyond the schools. The girls plugged their ears in shock. 

“See!” Uma chuckled. “Every animal can talk to you if you know how to talk to them. Some 
even remember when they were human!” 

With a chill, Agatha thought of the stuffed animals in the gallery. All former students, just like 
them. 

“I know everyone wants to be a princess,” said Uma, “but those of you with low ranks won't 
make good princesses. You’d end up shot or stabbed or eaten and that’s not very useful. But as a 
sidekick fox or spying sparrow or friendly pig, you might find a much happier ending!” 

She squeaked through her teeth, and on cue, an otter bobbed to shore from the lake, balancing a 
jeweled storybook on its nose. “You might keep a captive maiden company or lead her to 
safety,” Uma said, holding out her hands. The nervous otter bumped the book on his nose to find 
the right page— 

“Or you might help make a ball gown,” Uma said, eyeing the bumbling creature. “Or you 
might deliver an urgent message or—ahem!” With a yip, the otter found the page, slid the book 
into her hands, and collapsed from stress. 

“You might even save a life,” said Uma, holding up a brilliant painting of a princess cowering 
as a Stag speared a warlock. The princess looked just like her. 

“Once upon a time, an animal saved mine and in return, it received the happiest ending of all.” 

From narrowed suspicion, Agatha saw all the girls’ eyes widen to worship. This wasn’t just a 
teacher. This was a living, breathing princess. 

“So if you want to be like me, you need to do well in today’s challenge!” chirped their new 
idol, summoning the girls to the lake. Agatha felt herself shiver, despite the balmy fall sun. If she 
placed last this time, she’d never see Sophie or home again. As she followed the girls to the 
bank, sick to her stomach, Agatha noticed Uma’s storybook, open in the grass. 

“Animals love to help princesses for so many reasons!” said Princess Uma, stopping at the 
water’s edge. “Because we sing pretty songs, because we give them shelter in the scary Woods, 
because they only wish they could be as beautiful and beloved as—” 

“Wait.” 

Uma and the girls turned. Agatha held up the storybook’s last page—a painting of the stag 
ripped to pieces by monsters as the princess escaped. 

“How is that a happy ending?” 

“If you aren't good enough to be a princess, then you're honored to die for one, of course,” 
Uma smiled, as if she would learn this lesson soon enough. 

Agatha looked to the others in disbelief, but they were all nodding like sheep. It didn’t matter if 
only a third of them would graduate as princesses. Each was completely convinced she’d be one. 
No, those stuffed, mounted creatures in the museum weren’t once girls like them. They were just 
animals. Slaves to the Greater Good. 

“But if animals are going to help us, first we have to tell them what we want!” Uma said, 
kneeling before the gleaming blue lake. “So today’s challenge is . . .” She swirled her finger in 
the water and a thousand tiny fish surfaced, white as snow. 

“Wish Fish!” Uma beamed. “They dig inside your soul and find your greatest wish! (Very 
helpful if you’ve lost your tongue or voice and need to tell a prince to kiss you.) Now all you do 


is put your finger in the water and the fish will read your soul. The girl with the strongest, 
clearest wish wins!” 

Agatha wondered what these girls’ souls would wish for. Depth, perhaps. 

Millicent went first. She put her finger in the water, closed her eyes .. . When she opened 
them, the fish had all turned different colors and were gaping at her, confused. 

“What happened?” said Millicent. 

“Foggy mind,” Uma sighed. 

Then Kiko, the adorable girl who had gifted Agatha lipstick, put her finger in the water. The 
fish turned red, orange, and peach and started assembling into some kind of picture. 

What do Good souls wish for? Agatha wondered, watching the fish jumble into place. Peace 
for their kingdoms? Health for their families? Destruction of Evil? 

The fish drew a boy instead. 

“Tristan!” Kiko chimed, recognizing his ginger hair. “I caught his rose at the Welcoming.” 

Agatha groaned. She should have known. 

Then Reena dipped her finger and the fish changed colors, gliding into a mosaic of a burly, 
gray-eyed boy pulling an arrow into his bow. 

“Chaddick,” blushed Reena. “Honor Tower, Room ten.” 

Giselle’s fish drew dark-skinned Nicholas, Flavia wished for Oliver, Sahara’s painted Oliver’s 
bunk mate Bastian. . . . At first Agatha found it dumb, but now it was scary. This was what Good 
souls craved? Boys they didn’t even know? Based on what! 

“Love at first sight,” Uma gushed. “It’s the most beautiful thing in the world!” 

Agatha gagged. Who could ever love boys? Preening, useless thugs who thought the world 
belonged to them. She thought of Tedros and her skin burned. Hate at first sight. Now that was 
believable. 

With the fish pooped from drawing so many chiseled jaws, Beatrix provided the grand climax, 
sending her Wish Fish into a spectacular rainbow vision of her fairy-tale wedding to Tedros, 
complete with castle, crowns, and fireworks. All around girls’ eyes welled with tears, either 
because the scene was so beautiful or because they knew they could never compete. 

“Now you must hunt him, Beatrix!” Uma said. “You must make this Tedros your mission! 
Your obsession! Because when a true princess wants something enough . . .” She swirled her 
fingers in the lake— 

“Your friends unite for you. . .” The fish turned bright pink— 

“Fight for you .. .” The fish clustered tight— 

“And make your wish come true... .” Uma reached her arm into the water and pulled it right 
out. The fish transformed into her soul’s greatest desire. 

“What is it?” Reena asked, confused. 

“A suitcase,” whispered Princess Uma, and hugged it to her chest. 

She looked up at twenty befuddled girls. “Oh. Should I give you your ranks?” 

“But she didn’t go yet,” said Beatrix, pointing at Agatha. Agatha would have clobbered her, 
but there was no menace in Beatrix’s voice. This girl wasn’t troubled that a lakeful of fish had 
just been turned into luggage. Instead, she was worried Agatha didn’t have her turn. Perhaps she 
wasn’t so bad after all. 

“So Reena can have her room when she fails,” Beatrix smiled. 

Agatha took it back. 

“Oh dear. One left?” said Uma, staring at Agatha. She gazed at the lake, empty of Wish Fish, 


then at her precious pink suitcase. “It happens every time,” she mourned. With a sigh, she 
dropped it back into the lake, and watched it sink and bob up as a thousand white fish. 

Agatha leaned over the water to see the fish glaring up at her with droopy eyes. For a moment, 
they had found heaven in a suitcase. But here they were again, genies stolen from the safety of 
the lamp. They didn’t care that her life was on the line. They just wanted to be left alone. Agatha 
sympathized. 

Mine’s easy, she thought. I wish not to fail. That’s it. Don’t fail. 

She stuck her finger in the water. 

The fish started trembling like tulips in the wind. Agatha could hear wishes wrestle in her head 

Don’t fail—Home in bed—Don’t fail—Sophie safe—Don’t fail—Tedros dead— 

The fish turned blue, then yellow, then red. Wishes swept into a cyclone— 

New face—Same face—Blond hair—I hate blond hair!—More friends—No friends— 

“Not just foggy,” murmured Princess Uma. “Completely confused!” 

The fish, red as blood, started to quake, as if about to explode. Alarmed, Agatha tried to pull 
out her finger, but the water clamped it like a fist. 

“What the—” 

The fish turned black as night and flew to Agatha like magnets to metal, pooling her hand in a 
shivering mass. Girls fled the shore in horror; Uma stood anchored in shock. Frantic, Agatha 
tried to wrench her hand but her head exploded with pain— 

Home School Mom Dad Good Bad Boys Girls Ever Never— 

Gripping Agatha’s hand, the fish shook harder and harder, faster and faster, until she couldn’t 
tell one from the other. Eyes popped off like buttons, beating fins shattered to bits, bellies 
engorged with veins and vessels until the fish let out a thousand tortured screams. Agatha felt her 
head split in two— 
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The fish swelled into a ballooning black mass, creeping up her hand. Agatha thrashed to free 
her finger until she heard her bone break and yowled in agony as the screaming fish sucked her 
whole arm into their ebony cocoon. 

“Help! Somebody help me!” 

The cocoon billowed into her face, suffocating her cries. With a high, sickening shriek, the 
deathly womb swallowed her. Agatha flailed for breath, tried to kick herself out, but pain seared 
through her head and forced her into a fetal crouch. 
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Screaming with vengeance, the black cocoon sucked her deeper like a gelatinous grave, stifling 
her last breaths, leeching her every last drop of life until there was nothing left to— 

Give. 

The screaming stopped. The cocoon sloughed away. 

Agatha fell back in shock. 

In her arms was a girl. No more than twelve or thirteen, with toffee skin and a tangle of dark 
curls. She stirred, opened her eyes, and smiled at Agatha as if she were an old friend. 

“A hundred years, and you were the first who wished to free me.” Gasping softly, like a fish on 
land, she pressed her hand to Agatha’s cheek. 

“Thank you.” 

She closed her eyes and her body went limp in Agatha’s arms. Inch by inch, the girl started to 


glow the color of hot gold, and with a burst of white light, she splintered to sunbeams and 
disappeared. 

Agatha gawked at the lake, empty of fish, and listened to her fraying heartbeat. It felt like her 
insides had been beaten and wrung out. She held up her finger, healed like new. “Um, was all 
that...” She took a deep breath and turned. 

“NORMAL?” 

The entire class was dispersed behind trees, including Princess Uma, whose expression 
answered her question. 

Loud squawks pealed from above. Agatha looked up at the friendly dove her teacher had 
greeted earlier. Only the dove’s calls weren’t friendly anymore, but wild, frantic. From the 
Endless Woods came a fox’s growl, guttural and disturbed. Then more howls and wails from all 
around, nothing like the earlier welcome. The animals were in a frenzy now. They screamed 
louder, louder, building with fever— 

“What’s happening!” Agatha cried, hands over ears. 

As soon as she saw Princess Uma’s face, she knew. 

They want it too. 

Before Agatha could move, the stampede came from every direction. Squirrels, rats, dogs, 
moles, deer, birds, cats, rabbits, the bumbling otter—every animal on the school grounds, every 
animal that could squeeze through the gates charged towards their savior. . . . 

Make us human! they demanded. 

Agatha blanched. Since when could she understand animals? 

Save us, Princess! they cried. 

Since when could she understand delusional animals? 

“What do I do!” Agatha shouted. 

Uma took one glance at these animals, her faithful puppets, her bosom friends... 

“RUN!” 

For the first time, someone at this school gave Agatha advice she could use. She dashed for the 
towers as magpies pecked her hands, mice clung to her clumps, frogs hopped up her dress. 
Batting at the mob, she stumbled up the hill, shielding her head, hurdling hogs, hawks, hares. But 
just as she had the white swan doors in sight, a moose charged out of the trees and sprang—she 
ducked and the moose crashed, skewering the swans. Agatha bolted through the glass stair room, 
past Pollux on goat legs, who glimpsed the onslaught behind her. 

“What in the devil’s—” 

“A little help!” she yelled— 

“DON’T MOVE!” Pollux shrieked— 

But Agatha was already charging up the Honor stairs. When she looked back, she saw Pollux 
deflecting animals right and left, before a thousand butterflies crashed through the sunroof and 
knocked his head off his goat legs, leaving the herd to chase her up the steps. 

“NOT INTO THE TOWERS!” Pollux’s head screeched as it rolled out the door— 

But Agatha blew through the corridors into the full classrooms of Hansel’s Haven. As boys 
and teachers tackled porcupines (ill-advised) and screaming girls hopped desks in high heels 
(extremely ill-advised), she tried to escape the three-ring hubbub, but animals just snatched 
mouthfuls of candy and kept chase. Still, she managed just enough of a lead to sprint up the 
stairs, slide through the frosted door, and kick it shut before the first weasel popped through. 

Agatha doubled over, shadowed by towering hedges of King Arthur. The glacial rooftop 


breeze bit into her bare arms. She wouldn’t last long up here. As she squinted through the 
clouded door for a teacher or nymph to rescue her, she noticed something reflected in it. 

Agatha turned to a muscled silhouette hulking through sun mist. She wilted with relief. For 
once she was grateful for boys and ran towards her faceless prince— 

She jolted back. The horned gargoyle ripped through mist and blasted the door aflame. Agatha 
dove to avoid a second firebomb that ignited the hedge of Arthur marrying Guinevere. She tried 
to crawl to the next hedge, but the gargoyle just burnt them one by one until the king’s story was 
a storm of ash. Stranded in flames, Agatha looked up at the smoldering demon as he pinned her 
chest to the ground with his cold stone foot. There was no escape from him this time. She went 
limp and closed her eyes. 

Nothing came. 

She opened her eyes and found the gargoyle kneeling before her, so close she could see the 
reflections in his glowing red eyes. Reflections of a scared little boy. 

“You want my help?” she breathed. 

The gargoyle blinked back hopeful tears. 

“But—but—I don’t know how I did it,” she stuttered. “It was... an accident.” 

The gargoyle gazed into her eyes and saw she was telling the truth. It slumped to the ground, 
scattering ash around them. 

Looking down at the monster, just another lost child, Agatha thought of all the creatures in this 
world. They didn’t follow orders because they were loyal. They didn’t help princesses because 
they were loving. They did it because someday, maybe loyalty and love would be repaid with a 
second chance at being human. Only through a fairy tale could they find their way back. To their 
imperfect selves. To their storyless lives. She too was one of these animals now, searching for 
the way out. 

Agatha bent down and took the gargoyle’s hand in hers. 

“T wish I could help you,” she said. “I wish I could help us all go home.” 

The gargoyle lay its head in her lap. As the burning menagerie closed in, a monster and child 
wept in each other’s arms. 

Agatha felt its stone touch soften. 

The gargoyle lurched back in shock. As it stumbled to its feet, its rock shell cracked . . . its 
claws smoothed to hands . . . its eyes lightened with innocence. Stunned, Agatha ran to it, 
dodging ricocheting flames, just as the monster’s face began to melt into a little boy’s. With a 
gasp of joy, she reached for him— 

A sword impaled his heart. The gargoyle instantly reverted to stone and let out a betrayed cry. 

Agatha spun in horror. 

Tedros leapt through a wall of fire onto the gargoyle’s horned skull, Excalibur in hand. 

“Wait!” she shouted— 

But the prince was staring at his father’s memory in flames. “Filthy, evil beast!” he choked— 

“No!” 

Tedros slammed down his sword on the gargoyle’s neck and sliced off its head. 

“He was a boy! A little boy!” Agatha screamed. “He was Good!” 

Tedros landed in her face. “Now I know you’re a witch.” 

She punched him in the eye. Before she could punch him in the other one, fairies, wolves, and 
teachers of both schools burst into the menagerie, just in time to see a furious wave crash over 
the burning roof, lashing the foes apart. 


9 
The 100% Talent Show 


Sophie was sure Beatrix had set the fire to get Tedros’ attention. No doubt he rescued her from 
the blazing tower, kissed her as Good burned, and had already set their wedding date. Sophie 
came up with this theory because this was what she had planned to do at lunch. Instead, classes 
were canceled the next day too, leaving her marooned in a room with three murderers. 





She stared at the iron plate on her bed gobbed with soggy gruel and pig’s feet. After three days 
of starvation, she knew she had to eat whatever ghastly lunch the school sent up, but this was 
worse than ghastly. This was peasant food. She flung her plate out the window. 

“You don’t know where I might find cucumbers in this place?” Sophie said, turning. 

Hester scowled across the room. “The Goose. How’d you do it?” 

“For the last time, Hester, I don’t know,” Sophie said, stomach rumbling. “It promised to help 
me switch schools, but it lied. Maybe it went batty after laying so many eggs. Do you know of a 
garden nearby with some alfalfa or wheatgrass or—” 

“You talked to it?” Hester blurted, mouth full of oozing pig’s foot. 

“Well, not exactly,” Sophie said, nauseous. “But I could hear its thoughts. Unlike you, 
princesses can talk to animals.” 

“But not hear their thoughts,” said Dot, slurping gruel that looked chocolate flavored. “For 
that, your soul has to be a hundred percent pure.” 


“There! Proof I’m 100% Good,” said Sophie, relieved. 

“Or 100% Evil,” Hester retorted. “Depends on if we believe you or if we believe the stymphs, 
the robes, the Goose, and that wave monster.” 

Sophie goggled at her and burst into sniggers. “100% Evil? Me? That’s preposterous! That’s 
lunacy! That’s—” 

“Impressive,” Anadil mused. “Even Hester’s spared a rat or two.” 

“And here we all thought you were incompetent,” Hester sneered at Sophie. “When you were 
just a snake in sheep’s clothing.” 

Sophie tried to stop giggling but couldn’t. 

“Bet she has a Special Talent that blows ours away,” said Dot, munching what looked to be a 
tiny chocolate foot. 

“T don’t understand,” Sophie snickered. “Where does all the chocolate come from?” 

“What is it?” Anadil hissed. “What’s your talent? Night vision? Invisibility? Telepathy? Fangs 
filled with poison?” 

“I don’t care what it is,” Hester snarled. “She can’t beat my talent. No matter how villainous 
she is.” 

Sophie laughed so hard now she was weeping. 

“You listen to me,” Hester seethed, fist curling around her plate. “This is my school.” 

“Keep your crummy school!” Sophie hooted. 

“I’m Class Captain!” Hester roared. 

“T don’t doubt it!” 

“And no Reader is going to get in my way!” 

“Are all villains this funny!” 

Hester let out a mad cackle and flung her plate at Sophie, who dove just in time to see it 
tomahawk into the Wanted poster on the wall and slice off Robin’s head. Sophie stopped 
laughing. She peeked over the scorched bed at Hester, silhouetted against the open door, black as 
Death. For a second Sophie thought her tattoo moved. 

“Watch out, witch,” Hester spat, and slammed the door. 

Sophie looked down at her shaking fingers. 

“And here we thought she’d fail!” Dot chimed behind her. 


Agatha knew it had to be bad if they let a wolf take her. 

After the fire, she was locked in her room for two days, allowed out only to use the toilet and 
accept meals of raw vegetables and prune juice from scowling fairies. Finally after lunch on the 
third day, the white wolf came and took her away. Digging claws into her singed pink sleeves, he 
pulled her past the stair room murals, past glowering Evers and teachers who couldn’t even meet 
her eyes. 

Agatha fought back tears. She already had two failing ranks. Inciting an animal stampede and 
setting the school on fire had earned her a third. All she’d had to do was pretend to be Good for a 
few days, but she couldn’t even manage that. How did she think she could ever last here? 
Beautiful. Pure. Virtuous. If that was Good, then she was 100% Evil. Now she would suffer the 
punishment. And Agatha knew enough about fairy-tale punishments—dismemberings, 
disembowelings, boilings in oil, skinnings alive—to know her ending would involve both blood 
and pain. 

The wolf dragged her through the Charity Tower, past a bespectacled woodpecker jabbing in 


new rankings on the Groom Room door. 
“Are we going to the School Master?” Agatha rasped. 
The wolf snorted. He dragged her to the room at the end of the hall and knocked once. 
“Come in,” said the quiet voice inside. 
Agatha looked into the wolf’s eyes. “I don’t want to die.” 
For the first time, his sneer softened. 
“I didn’t either.” 
He opened the door and pushed her through. 


Apparently the fire had finally been brought under control, because classes resumed after lunch 
on the third day and Sophie found herself in a damp, moldy classroom for Special Talents. But 
she could barely focus with her stomach rumbling, Hester throwing her murderous looks, and 
Dot whispering to other Nevers about their “100% Evil” bunk mate. It had all gone wrong. She 
had started the week trying to prove she was a princess. Now everyone was convinced she’d be 
Evil’s Captain. 

Special Talents was taught by Professor Sheeba Sheeks, the rotund woman with boils on both 
ebony cheeks. “Every villain has a talent!” she bellowed in her thick singsong voice, pacing the 
room in a busty red-velvet, pointy-shouldered gown. “But we must turn your bush into a tree!” 

For the day’s challenge, each Never had to show off a unique talent to the class. The more 
potent the talent, the higher the student’s rank. But the first five kids failed to produce anything, 
with Vex whining he didn’t even know his talent. 

“Is that what you’ll tell the School Master at the Circus?” Professor Sheeks thundered. “‘I 
don’t know my talent’ or ‘don’t have a talent’ or ‘don’t like my talent’ or ‘want to trade talents 
with the Ooty Queen!’” 

“She had me till the last bit,” said Dot. 

“Every year, Evil loses the Circus of Talents!” Sheeba yelled. “Good sings a song or waves a 
sword or wipes their bottom and you have nothing better? Don’t you have pride! Don’t you have 
shame! Enough! I don’t care whether you turn men to stone or turn men to dung! You listen to 
Sheeba and you’ll be number one!” 

Twenty pairs of eyes stared at her. “Which monkey is next?” she boomed. 

The woeful displays continued. Green-skinned Mona made her lips glow red. (“Because every 
prince is scared of a Christmas tree,” Sheeba moaned.) Anadil made her rats grow an inch, Hort 
sprung a hair from his chest, Arachne popped her one eye, Ravan burped smoke, and just when 
their teacher looked completely fed up, Dot touched her desk and turned it to chocolate. 

“Mystery solved,” Sophie marveled. 

“T’ve never seen such a parade of uselessness in my life,” Sheeba gasped. 

But Hester was next. Leering at Sophie, she gripped the desk with both fists, clenching tighter, 
tighter, until every vein bulged against her reddening skin. 

“Turns into a watermelon,” yawned Sophie. “Special indeed.” 

Then something moved on Hester’s neck and the class froze. Her tattoo lurched again, like a 
painting coming to life. The red-skulled demon unfurled one wing, then the other, swung its 
buck-horned head to Sophie and opened slitting, bloodshot eyes. Sophie’s heart stopped. 

“T told you to watch out,” Hester grinned. 

The demon exploded off her skin in full-bodied life and tore towards Sophie, shooting red fire 
bolts at her head. Stunned, she fell backward to dodge them, knocking a bookcase to the ground. 


The shoe-sized beast swooped, launched a bolt that ignited her robes, and Sophie rolled over to 
stamp out the flames. “HELLLPP!” 

“Use your talent, incompetent blond girl!” Sheeba barked, wagging her hips. 

“She should sing,” Dot quipped. “Would kill everyone in the room.” 

Hester circled her demon for a second attack, only to see it snare in the cobwebbed, spiked 
chandelier. Sophie crawled under the last row, glimpsed a fallen book, Encyclopedia of Villains, 
and ripped through pages. Banshee, Beanighe, Berserker . . . 

“Sophie, hurry!” Hort screamed. 

Sophie wheeled to see the winged beast slash through the cobwebs as Hester’s eyes flared 
across the room. She flipped desperately. Crypt Bat, Cyclops .. . Demon! 

Ten pages of small print. Demons are supernatural beings that come in an astonishing variety 
of forms, all with different strengths and weaknesses— 

Sophie swiveled. The demon was five feet away— 

“Your talent!” roared Sheeba. 

Sophie threw the book at the demon and missed. With a lethal smile, it held up a bolt like a 
dagger. Sheeba lunged to intervene and Anadil tripped her. Screeching, the demon aimed at 
Sophie’s face. But as he slung his bolt, Sophie suddenly remembered the one talent all good girls 
had— 

Friends. 

She spun to the window and let out a gorgeous whistle for a kind, noble animal to save her life 

Black wasps smashed through the window and swarmed the demon on cue. 

Hester jolted back, as if she’d been stabbed. 

Sophie’s eyes bulged in horror. She whistled again—but now bats stormed in, sinking teeth 
into the demon as the wasps continued to sting. The demon crumpled to the floor like a burnt 
moth. In her seat, Hester’s skin went white and clammy, sucked of blood. 

Alarmed, Sophie whistled louder, higher, but then came a cloud of bees, hornets, and locusts, 
besieging the foaming creature as Hester violently convulsed. 

In the corner, Sophie stood paralyzed as screaming villains batted them away from the demon 
with books and chairs, but the swarm had no mercy, savaging it until Hester heaved her last 
breaths. 

Sophie threw herself over the demon, thrust her hands at the swarm— 

“STOP!” 

The swarm went dead still. Like scolded children, they whimpered obediently and fled out the 
window in a dark cloud. 

Wheezing, the wounded demon clawed to Hester and collapsed back into her neck. Hester 
choked and coughed up phlegm, brought back from the edge. She gaped at Sophie, flooding with 
fear. 

Sophie dove to help her. “I didn’t mean—I wanted a bird or a—” Hester recoiled from her 
touch. 

“Princesses call animals!” Sophie cried into silence. “I’m Good! 100% Good!” 

“Thank you, Beelzebub!” 

Sophie whirled. 

“Looks like a princess! Acts like a princess! But a witch,” Sheeba whooped, wobbling to her 
feet. “Mark my words, my useless ones! This one will win the Circus Crown!” 


For the second time in two challenges, Sophie looked up at the top rank, spewing red smoke 
above her head. 

Panicked, she whipped to her schoolmates to appeal, but they were no longer looking at her 
with contempt or ridicule. They were looking at her with something else. 

Respect. 

Her place as #1 Villain was getting surer by the minute. 


Up close, Professor Clarissa Dovey, with her silver bun and rosy face, looked even more 
comforting and grandmotherly. Agatha couldn’t have wished for a better executioner. 

“Pd prefer the School Master handle these things,” Professor Dovey said, flipping papers 
under a crystal pumpkin paperweight. “But we all know how he is about his privacy.” 

Finally she peered up at Agatha. She didn’t look comforting anymore. 

“T have a school full of terrified students, two days of classes to make up, five hundred animals 
whose memories must be erased, a classroom wing that’s been eaten, a treasured menagerie 
reduced to ash, and a headless gargoyle buried somewhere underneath all this. Do you know why 
this is?” 

Agatha couldn’t get words out of her throat. 

“Because you disobeyed Pollux’s simple order,” Professor Dovey said. “And nearly cost lives 
in the process.” She shamed Agatha with a look and went back to her scrolls. 

Agatha glanced through the window at the lakeshore, where Evers were finishing lunches of 
roast chicken dolloped with mustard, spinach and Gruyère crepes, and flutes of apple cider. She 
could see Tedros reenacting the menagerie scene for an enthralled audience, sporting his black 
eye like a badge of honor. 

“Can I say bye to my friend at least?” Agatha said, eyes welling. She turned to Professor 
Dovey. 

“Before you... kill me?” 

“That won’t be necessary.” 

“But I have to see her!” 

Professor Dovey looked up. “Agatha, you received a first rank for your performance in Animal 
Communication and rightfully so. Only a rare talent can make a wish come to life. And though 
there are different accounts of what exactly happened on the roof, I would add that any pupil of 
this school who would risk their life to help a gargoyle . . .” Her eyes glistened and for a moment 
so did the silver swan on her dress. “Well, that suggests Goodness beyond any measure.” 

Agatha stared at her, tongue-tied. 

“But if you disobey another teacher’s direct order, Agatha, I guarantee you will fail. 
Understood?” 

Agatha nodded in relief. 

She heard laughter outside and turned to see Tedros’ mates kicking around a pillow dummy 
with twig legs, coal button eyes, and black thorns for hair. An arrow suddenly speared its head, 
spitting feathers everywhere. A second arrow ripped open its heart. 

The boys stopped laughing and turned. Across the lawn, Tedros threw down his bow and 
walked away. 

“As for your friend, she’s doing just fine where she is,” Professor Dovey said, thumbing 
through more scrolls. “But you can ask her yourself. She’s in your next class.” 

Agatha wasn’t listening. Her eyes were still on the dead-eyed doll, bleeding feathers into the 


wind. 
The doll that looked just like her. 


10 
Bad Group 


“Who else is in our group?” Agatha asked Sophie, breaking the tension. 
Sophie didn’t answer. In fact, she acted as if Agatha wasn’t there at all. 





The last class of the day, Surviving Fairy Tales, was the only one that mixed students from 
Good and Evil. After Professor Dovey ordered Everboys to the Armory to turn in their personal 
weapons—the only way to appease Lady Lesso, furious over losing a gargoyle to Tedros’ sword 
—both schools reported to the Blue Forest gates, where fairies sorted them into Forest Groups, 
eight Evers and eight Nevers in each. As other children found their leaders (an ogre for Group 2, 
a centaur for Group 8, a lily nymph for 12) Agatha and Sophie were the first to arrive under the 
flag stamped with a bloodred “3.” 

Agatha had so much to tell Sophie about smiles and fish and fires and most of all about that 
foul son of Arthur, but Sophie wouldn’t even look at her. 

“Can’t we just go home?” Agatha begged. 

“Why don’t you go home before you fail or end up a mole rat?” Sophie fumed. “You’re in my 
school.” 

“Then why won’t it let us switch?” 

Sophie spun. “Because you... Because we—” 

“Need to go home,” Agatha glared. 

Sophie smiled her kindest smile. “Sooner or later, they’ 1l see what's right.” 

“Td say sooner,” a voice resounded. 


They turned to Tedros, shirt scorched, eye swollen pink and blue. 

“If you’re itching for something to kill, how about yourself this time?” Agatha spat. 

““Thank you’ would suffice,” Tedros shot back. “I risked my life to kill that gargoyle.” 

“You killed an innocent child!” Agatha yelled. 

“I saved you from death against all instinct and reason!” Tedros roared. 

Sophie gaped at them. “You two know each other?” 

Agatha swiveled to her. “You think he’s your prince? He’s just a puffed-up windbag who can’t 
find anything better to do than prance around half naked and thrust his sword where it doesn’t 
belong!” 

“She’s just mad because she owes me her life,” Tedros yawned, scratching his chest. He 
grinned at Sophie. “So you think I’m your prince?” 

Sophie blushed delicately the way she had practiced before class. 

“I knew it was a mistake at the Welcoming,” the prince said, studying her with dancing blue 
eyes. “A girl like you shouldn’t be anywhere near Evil.” He turned to Agatha with a scowl. “And 
a witch like you shouldn’t be anywhere near someone like her.” 

Agatha stepped towards him. “First of all, this witch happens to be her friend. And second, 
why don’t you go play with yours before I make those eyes match.” 

Tedros laughed so hard, he had to grip the gate. “A princess friends with a witch! Now there’s 
a fairy tale.” 

Agatha frowned at Sophie, waiting for her to jump in. Sophie swallowed and turned to Tedros. 

“Well, it’s funny you say that, because a princess certainly can’t be friends with a witch, of 
course, but doesn’t it depend on the type of witch? I mean, what exactly is the definition of a 
witch—” 

Now Tedros was frowning at her. 

“And so, um— what I’m trying to say is—” 

Sophie looked between Tedros and Agatha, Agatha and Tedros... 

She swept in front of Agatha and took Tedros’ hand. 

“My name’s Sophie, and I like your bruise.” 

Agatha crossed her arms. 

“My, my,” Tedros said, gazing into Sophie’s tantalizing green eyes. “How are you surviving in 
that place?” 

“Because I knew you’d rescue me,” Sophie breathed. 

Agatha coughed to remind them she was still there. 

“You’ve got to be kidding,” said a girl’s voice behind them. 

They turned to see Beatrix, under the bloody “3,” along with Dot, Hort, Ravan, Millicent, and 
the rest of their Forest Group. To chart all the dirty looks thrown in that moment, one would end 
up with something resembling a bowl of spaghetti. 

“Mmmm,” said a voice below. 

They looked down to find a four-foot gnome with wrinkly brown skin, a belted green coat, and 
a pointy orange hat frowning from a hole in the ground. 

“Bad group,” he murmured. 

Grumbling loudly, Yuba the Gnome crawled out of his burrow, pulled the gate open with his 
stubby white staff, and led his students into the Blue Forest. 


For a moment, everyone forgot their rancor and marveled at the blue wonderland around them. 


Every tree, every flower, every blade of grass sparkled a different hue. Slender beams of sun 
slipped through cerulean canopies, lighting up turquoise trunks and navy blooms. Deer grazed on 
azure lilacs, crows and hummingbirds jabbered in sapphire nettles, squirrels and rabbits jaunted 
through cobalt briars to join storks sipping from an ultramarine pond. No animals seemed skittish 
or the slightest bit bothered by the crisscrossing student tours. Where Sophie and Agatha had 
always associated forests with danger and darkness, this one beckoned with beauty and life. At 
least until they saw a flock of bony stymph birds, sleeping in their blue nest. 

“They let those around students?” Sophie said. 

“Sleep during the day. Perfectly harmless,” Dot whispered back. “Unless a villain wakes them 
up.” 

As his students followed, Yuba rattled off the history of the Blue Forest in his clipped, hoary 
voice. Once upon a time, there had been no joint classes for School for Good and School for Evil 
students. Instead, children had graduated straight from their school’s training into the Endless 
Woods. But before they could ever engage in battle, Good and Evil inevitably fell prey to hungry 
boars, scavenging imps, cranky spiders, and the occasional man-eating tulip. 

“We had forsaken the obvious,” said Yuba. “You cannot survive your fairy tale if you cannot 
survive the Woods.” 

So the school created the Blue Forest as a training ground. The signature blue foliage arose 
from protective enchantments that kept intruders out, while reminding students it was just an 
imitation of more treacherous Woods. 

As to just how treacherous the real thing was, the students sensed firsthand as Yuba led them 
past the North Gates. Though there was still sunlight left in the autumn evening, the dark, dense 
Woods repelled it like a shield. It was a forest of eternal night, with every inch of green 
blackened by shadow. As their eyes adjusted to the sooty darkness, the students could see a puny 
dirt path lilting through trees, like the withering lifeline on an old man’s palm. To both sides of 
the path, vines strangled trees into armored clumps, so there was barely an undergrowth between 
them. What was left of the forest floor had been buried beneath mangled thorns, stabbing twigs, 
and a gauntlet of cobwebs. But none of this scared the students as much as the sounds that came 
from the darkness beyond the path. Moans and growls echoed from the forest bowels, while low 
rasps and snarls added ghoulish harmony. 

Then the children began to see what was making the sounds. Pairs of eyes watched them 
through the onyx depths—devilish red and yellow, flickering, vanishing, then reappearing closer 
than before. The terrible noises grew louder, the fiendish eyes multiplied, the undergrowth 
crackled with life, and just when the students saw skulking outlines rise from the mist— 

“This way,” Yuba called back. 

The students scampered from the gates and followed the gnome into a blue clearing without 
looking back. 

Surviving Fairy Tales was just like any other class, Yuba explained from a turquoise tree 
stump, with students ranked from 1 to 16 for each challenge. Only now there was something 
more at stake: twice a year, each of the fifteen groups would send its best Ever and best Never to 
compete in the school’s Trial by Tale. Yuba didn’t say any more about this mysterious 
competition, except that the winners received five extra first-place ranks. The students in his 
group glanced at each other, thinking the same thing. Whoever won the Trial by Tale would 
surely be Class Captain. 

“Now there are five rules that separate Good from Evil,” the gnome said, and wrote them in air 


with his smoking staff. 


1. The Evil attack. The Good defend. 
2. The Evil punish. The Good forgive. 
3. The Evil hurt. The Good help. 

4. The Evil take. The Good give. 

5. The Evil hate. The Good love. 


“As long as you obey the rules for your side, you have the best possible chance of surviving 
your fairy tale,” Yuba said to the group gathered in navy grass. “These rules should come with 
ease, of course. You have been chosen for your schools precisely because you show them at the 
highest level!” 

Sophie wanted to scream. Help? Give? Love? That was her life! That was her soul! 

“But first you must learn to recognize Good and Evil,” said Yuba. “In the Woods, appearances 
are often deceiving. Snow White nearly perished because she thought an old woman kind. Red 
Riding Hood found herself in a wolf’s stomach because she couldn’t tell the difference between 
family and fiend. Even Beauty struggled to distinguish between hideous beast and noble prince. 
All unnecessary suffering. For no matter how much Good and Evil are disguised, they can 
always be told apart. You must look closely. And you must remember the rules.” 

For the class challenge, Yuba announced, each student had to distinguish between a disguised 
Ever and Never by observing their behavior. Whoever correctly identified the Good student and 
the Evil student in the fastest time would receive first rank. 

“Tve never done any of those Evil rules,” Sophie mourned, standing beside Tedros. “If only 
they knew all my Good Deeds!” 

Beatrix turned. “Nevers shouldn’t talk to Evers.” 

“Evers shouldn’t call Evers Nevers,” Sophie snapped. 

Beatrix looked confused, while Tedros bit back a smile. 

“You have to prove they switched you and the witch,” he whispered to Sophie once Beatrix 
turned back. “Win the challenge and I’ll go to Professor Dovey myself. If the gargoyle didn’t 
convince her, then this will.” 

“You’d do that . . . for me?” Sophie said, eyes wide. 

Tedros touched her black tunic. “Can’t flirt with you in this, can I?” 

Sophie would have burned her robes right there if she could. 

Hort volunteered to go first. As soon as he tied the ragged blindfold over his eyes, Yuba 
stabbed his staff at Millicent and Ravan, who magically shriveled in their pink and black clothes, 
smaller, smaller, until they slithered out of them, identical cobras. 

Hort whipped off the blindfold. 

“Well?” Yuba said. 

“Look the bloody same to me,” Hort said. 

“Test them!” Yuba scolded. “Use the rules!” 

“I don’t even remember the rules,” Hort said. 

“Next,” the gnome grouched. 

For Dot’s turn, he changed Beatrix and Hort into unicorns. But then one unicorn started 


copying the other and vice versa, until they both pranced about like mimicking mimes. Dot 
scratched her head. 

“Rule one! The Evil attack! The Good defend!” barked Yuba. “Which one started it, Dot?” 

“Oh! Can we start again?” 

“Not just bad,” Yuba grumped. “Worst!” 

He squinted at his scroll of names. “Who would like to be disguised for Tedros?” 

All the Evergirls raised their hands. 

“You haven’t gone yet,” Yuba said, pointing at Sophie. “You either,” he said to Agatha. 

“My grandmother could get this one right,” mumbled Tedros, tightening his blindfold. 

Agatha tramped in front of the class and stood next to Sophie, who was blushing like a bride. 

“Aggie, he doesn’t care what school I’m in or the color of my robes,” Sophie gushed. “He sees 
who I am.” 

“You don’t even know him!” 

Sophie flushed. “You’re not... happy for me?” 

“He knows nothing about you!” Agatha shot back. “All he sees is your looks!” 

“For the first time in my life, I feel like someone understands me,” Sophie sighed. 

Hurt squeezed Agatha’s throat. “But what about—I mean, you said—” 

Sophie met her eyes. “You’ve been such a good friend, Aggie. But we’ll be in different 
schools, won’t we?” 

Agatha turned away. 

“Ready, Tedros! Go!” Yuba jabbed his staff, and both girls exploded from their clothes into 
slimy, stinky hobgoblins. 

Tedros took off the blindfold and jumped back, hand to nose. Sophie clasped her green claws 
and batted her wormy lashes at him. With Sophie’s words throbbing in her head, Agatha 
slumped sullenly and gave up. 

“It seems too obvious,” Tedros said, eyeing the flirting hobgoblin. 

Sophie stopped batting her lashes, confused. 

“And that witch is craftier than you can imagine,” Tedros said, glancing between the two 
goblins. 

Agatha rolled her eyes. This boy had a brain like a peanut. 

“Feel with the heart, not the mind!” Yuba shouted at the prince. 

Grimacing, Tedros closed his eyes. For a moment the prince hesitated. But then surely, 
powerfully, he felt himself pulled towards one of the hobgoblins. 

Sophie gasped. It wasn’t her. 

Tedros reached out and touched Agatha’s wet, warty cheek. “This one’s Sophie.” He opened 
his eyes. “This one’s the princess.” 

Agatha gawped at Sophie, dumbstruck. 

“Wait. I’m right,” Tedros said. “Right?” 

For a moment, everything was quiet. 

Sophie tackled Agatha. “YOU RUIN EVERYTHING!” 

To everyone else, this sounded like “GOBBO OOMIE HOOWAH!” but Agatha understood it 
just fine. 

“See how stupid he is! He can’t even tell us apart!” Agatha yelled. 

“You tricked him!” Sophie shrieked. “Just like you tricked the bird and the wave and the—” 

Tedros punched her in the eye. 


“Leave Sophie alone!” he shouted. 

Sophie gaped at him. Her prince had just punched her. Her prince had just confused her with 
Agatha. How could she prove who she was? 

“Use the rules!” Yuba bellowed atop a log. 

Suddenly understanding, Sophie lurched up so her spotted, humped body towered over Tedros, 
and she caressed his chest with her greasy green hand. “My dear Tedros. I forgive you for not 
knowing any better and won’t defend myself even though you attacked me. I only want to help 
you, my prince, and give us a story that will take us hand in hand to love, happiness, and Ever 
After.” 

But all Tedros heard was a torrent of goblin growls, so he stomped on Sophie’s foot and ran 
towards Agatha’s goblin, arms outstretched. “I can’t believe you were ever friends with—” 

Agatha kneed him in the groin. 

“Now I'm confused,” Tedros wheezed and collapsed. 

Moaning in pain, he craned up to see Sophie shove Agatha into a blueberry bush, Agatha 
smack Sophie with a screeching squirrel, and the two green goblins go back and forth, bashing 
each other like oversugared children. 

“T ll never go home with you!” screamed Sophie. 

“Oooh! Ooh! Marry me, Tedros!” hissed Agatha. 

“At least I will get married!” 

The fight escalated to a ludicrous climax, with Sophie beating Agatha with a blue squash, 
Agatha sitting on Sophie’s head, and the class gleefully making bets as to who was who— 

“Go rot in Gavaldon alone!” Sophie screamed. 

“Better alone than with a phony!” Agatha shouted. 

“Get out of my life!” 

“You came into mine!” 

Hobbling, Tedros leapt between them— 

“Enough!” 

It was the wrong moment. Both goblins turned on the prince with slime-drenching, earsplitting 
roars and kicked him so hard he sailed over Groups 2, 6, and 10 and landed in a heap of boar 
dung. 

The girls’ green hides shrank, their scales softened to skin, their bodies melted into their 
human clothes. . . . Slowly Sophie and Agatha turned to find the entire group goggling at them. 

“Good ending,” said Hort. 

“Hold your verdict,” Yuba said. “For when Good acts Evil and Evil acts incompetent, and rules 
are broken right and left until even J can't figure out what's what . . . well, there’s only one 
ending indeed.” 

Two pairs of iron shoes magically grew on the girls’ feet. 

“Yeek. These are hideous,” Sophie frowned. 

Then the shoes grew hot, blazing hot. 

“Fire! Feet on fire!” yelped Agatha, hopping up and down. 

“Make it stop!” Sophie cried, dancing with pain. 

In the distance, the wolves howled the end of class. 

“Class dismissed,” Yuba said, and waddled off. 

“What about us!” screamed Agatha, yanking at her burning soles— 

“Unfortunately fairy-tale punishments have a mind of their own,” the gnome called back. 


“They’ll end when the lesson has been learned.” 

The class followed him back towards the school gates, leaving Sophie and Agatha to dance in 
the cursed shoes. Tedros limped past the punished girls, covered in slime and dung. He gave 
them equally disgusted scowls. 

“Now I see why you two are friends.” 

As the prince trudged into blue thicket, the girls glimpsed Beatrix sidle up to him. “I knew they 
were both Evil,” she said as they vanished behind the oaks. 

“This—is—your—fault!” Sophie wheezed to Agatha, dancing in agony. 

“Please—let it—stop,” Agatha spluttered— 

But the shoes showed no mercy. Minute by minute, they grew hotter and hotter, until the two 
girls couldn’t even scream. Even the animals couldn’t watch such suffering and stayed away. 

Afternoon turned to evening and then to night, and still they danced like madwomen, whirling 
and sweating in pain and despair. Burn ripped through their bones, fire became their blood, and 
soon they wished that this suffering would end, at any cost. Death knew when he was called. But 
just as the two girls surrendered to his cruel hands, sabers of sunlight shattered the darkness, 
speared their feet—and the shoes went cold. 

The girls collapsed in tormented heaps. 

“Ready to go home?” Agatha panted. 

Sophie looked up, ghost white. 

“Thought you’d never ask.” 


11 
The School Master’s Riddle 


As the two schools slept, two heads surfaced outside in the black moat. Sophie and Agatha 
peeped out at the thin silver tower that divided lake from sludge. Too far to swim. Too high to 
climb. A cyclone of fairies guarded its spire, while an army of wolves with crossbows manned 
wooden planks at its base. 





“And you’re sure he’s up there?” Sophie said. 

“T saw him.” 

“He has to help us! I can’t go back to that place!” 

“Look, we just beg him for mercy until he sends us home.” 

“Because that’! work,” Sophie snorted. “Leave him to me.” 

For the last hour, the two girls had mulled every possible way to escape. Agatha thought they 
should sneak into the Woods and find their way back to Gavaldon. But Sophie pointed out that 
even if they did get past the gate snakes and any other booby traps, they’d just end up lost. 
(“They’re called the Endless Woods for a reason.”) Instead, she proposed they hunt for 
enchanted broomsticks or magic carpets or something else in the school closets that might fly 
them over the forest. 

“And what direction would we fly in?” Agatha asked. 

The two girls discarded other options—leaving a trail of bread crumbs (that never worked); 
seeking a kindly hunter or dwarf (Agatha didn’t trust strangers); wishing for a fairy godmother 
(Sophie didn’t trust fat women)—until there was only one left. 


But now, peering up at the School Master’s fortress, they lost all hope. 

“We’ll never get up there,” Sophie sighed. 

Agatha heard a squawk in the distance. 

“Hold that thought.” 

A short while later, they were back in the Blue Forest, caked in sludge, eyeing a nest of big 
black eggs from behind a periwinkle bush. In front of the nest, five skeletal stymphs slept on 
indigo grass, littered with the blood and limbs of a half-eaten goat. 

Sophie scowled. “I’m back where I started, covered in smelly ooze and who knows how many 
flesh-eating maggots and— what are you doing!” 

“As soon as they attack, we jump on.” 

“As soon as they what?” 

But Agatha was already tiptoeing to the eggs. 

“The shoes burnt your brain!” Sophie hissed. 

As Agatha inched towards the nest, she caught a closer look at the sleeping stymphs’ jagged 
teeth, gnarled talons, and spiked tails that shred flesh from bone. Suddenly doubting her plan, 
Agatha backed up, only to trip on a branch and fall on a goat leg with a loud crack. The stymphs 
opened their eyes. Her heart stopped. 

Unless a villain wakes them up. 

The pink dress wouldn’t fool them. 

Agatha glowered at the waking fiends. She couldn’t give up now! Not when she had Sophie 
willing to go home! She lunged for the nest, snatched an egg, sprang up for the blitz— 

“Can’t watch, can’t watch—” Sophie mewled, squinting through fingers for spewing limbs and 
blood. 

But the vicious birds were nuzzling Agatha, like puppies seeking milk. 

“Ooh, that tickles!” she squealed. Sophie folded her arms. 

Clumping back, Agatha handed the egg to her. “Your turn.” 

“Oh, please, if they like you, they’ll try to mate with me. Animals worship princesses,” said 
Sophie, sashaying towards the birds— 

The stymphs unleashed a war cry and charged. 

“Helllllp!” Sophie threw the egg to Agatha, but the stymphs still chased Sophie, who ran in 
circles like a lunatic, five stymphs high stepping behind her in a moronic maypole parade until 
everyone forgot who was after who and the birds knocked into each other dizzily. 

“See? I outsmarted them,” Sophie beamed. 

A stymph bit her bottom. “Ayyyiiieee!” Sophie ran for the nearest tree. Only she couldn’t 
climb trees, so she hurled mashed gooseberries at the bird’s eye, but the bird had no eye, so the 
berries went right through bony socket and plopped to the ground. 

Agatha watched stone-faced. 

“Aggie, it’s coming!” 

The stymph charged for Sophie, only to stop short and find Agatha perched on its back. 

“Get on, you dimwit!” she shouted at Sophie. 

“Without a saddle?” Sophie scoffed. “It’ll leave chafe marks.” 

The stymph lunged for her—Agatha walloped its head and slung Sophie by the waist onto the 
bird’s spine. 

“Hang on tight!” Agatha yelled as the bird thrashed up to flight, somersaulting over the bay to 
get the girls off its back. Four more stymphs exploded from blue trees in murderous pursuit; 


Agatha kicked at the bird’s thighbones, Sophie holding on to her for dear life—“ This is the worst 
plan evveerrr!” Hearing squawks and screams, the fairy and wolf guards squinted into the sky, 
only to see the intruders vanish into fog. 

“There’s the tower!” Agatha cried, spotting the silver spire through the mist. A wolf’s arrow 
whizzed between the stymph’s ribs, almost slicing Sophie in half. Fairies stormed out of the fog, 
shooting golden webs from their mouths, and the stymph dove to avoid them, spinning to elude a 
new hail of wolf arrows. This time neither girl could hold on and tumbled off its back. 

“Noooo!” screamed Agatha— 

Sophie caught the last bone of the stymph’s tail. Agatha caught the last bit of Sophie’s glass 
shoe—“We’re going to die!” Sophie howled. 

“Just hold on!” bellowed Agatha. 

“My hands are sweaty!” 

“We’re going to die!” 

The stymph zoomed for the tower wall. But just as it whipped its tail to smash them, Agatha 
saw a window glint through fog. 

“Now!” screamed Agatha. This time Sophie listened. 

Golden nets shot from every direction and the stymph let out a helpless screech. But as fairies 
watched it plunge to its death, they looked at each other curiously. 

There were no riders on its back. 


The crash landing through the window left Sophie’s entire right side bruised and Agatha’s wrist 
gashed. But pain meant they were still alive. Pain meant they still had hope for getting home. 
With a chorus of groans, they staggered to their feet. Then Sophie saw the worst of the damage. 

“My shoe!” She held up her glass heel, snapped to a serrated stump. “They were one of a 
kind,” she mourned. Agatha ignored her and limped ahead into the murky gray chamber, barely 
lit by the window’s dawn glow. 

“Hello?” Agatha called. Echoes died unanswered. 

The girls inched farther into the shadowy room. Stone bookcases cloaked gray brick walls, 
packed top to bottom with colorful bindings. Sophie dusted off a shelf and read the elegant silver 
letters on the wooden spines: Rapunzel, The Singing Bone, Thumbelina, The Frog King, Cap 
O’Rushes, The Six Swans . . . All the stories the children of Gavaldon used to drink up. She 
looked over at Agatha, who had made the same discovery across the room. They were standing 
in a library of every fairy tale ever told. 

Agatha opened up Beauty and the Beast to find it written in the same elegant script as the 
spine, illustrated with vivid paintings like the ones in the foyers of both schools. Then she 
opened up The Red Shoes, Donkeyskin, and The Snow Queen and found that they too were 
written in the same regal hand. 

“Aggie?” 

Agatha followed Sophie’s gaze to the darkest part of the room. Through the shadows, she 
could make out a white stone table pressed against the wall. There was something looming over 
it: a long, thin dagger dangling magically in midair. 

Agatha ran her fingers along the cold, smooth surface of the table and thought of all the blank 
headstones behind her house, waiting for bodies. Sophie’s eyes fixed on the hovering knife, 
eerily still a few feet above the white slab. 

That’s when she saw it wasn’t a knife at all. 


“Tt’s a pen,” she said softly. 
It was made of pure steel and shaped like a knitting needle, lethally sharp at both ends. One 
side of the pen was engraved with a deep, flowing script that ran unbroken from tip to tip. 
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Suddenly the pen caught a sliver of sunlight and scattered blinding gold rays in every direction. 
Agatha turned from the glare. When she turned back, Sophie was climbing onto the table. 

“Sophie, no!” 

Sophie walked towards the pen, eyes wide, body rigid. The world dissipated in a blur of gray 
around her. All that remained was the shimmering, spindle-sharp pen, strange words reflecting in 
her glazed eyes. Somewhere inside, she knew what they meant. She reached for the tip. 

“Don’t!” Agatha cried. 

Sophie’s skin kissed ice-cold steel, blood about to pierce through— 

Agatha tackled her and both girls crashed to the table. Sophie broke from her trance and peered 
at Agatha suspiciously. 

“Pm on a table. With you.” 

“You were about to touch it!” Agatha said. 

“Huh? Why would I touch a—” 

Her eyes drifted up to the pen, which was no longer still. It dangled an inch from their faces, 
pointing between them with its deadly sharp tip as if weighing who to kill first. 

“Don’t move,” Agatha said between clenched teeth. 

The pen seared hot red. 

“Move!” she cried. 

The pen plunged and both girls rolled off the table, only to see the razor-sharp nib lurch to a 
stop just before it hit stone. A puff of black smoke and a book suddenly appeared on the table 
beneath it, bound with cherry-red wood. The pen flipped the cover open to the first blank page 
and began to write: 

“Once upon a time, there were two girls.” 

The same elegant script as all the others. A brand-new fairy tale. 

Sophie and Agatha gaped from the floor, terrified. 

“Now that’s odd,” said a gentle voice. 

The girls whipped around again. No one there. 

“Students at my school train and toil for four years, venture into the Woods, seek their 
Nemeses, fight vicious battles . . . all just for the hope the Storian might tell their story.” 

The girls spun around. No one in the room at all. But then they saw their shadows merge on the 
wall, into the crooked shadow that kidnapped them. The girls turned slowly. 

“And here it starts one for two first-year, unskilled, untrained, clumsy intruders,” said the 
School Master. 

He wore silver robes that billowed over his hunched, slender frame, hiding his hands and feet. 
A rusted crown sat off center on his head of thick, ghostly white hair. A gleaming silver mask 
covered every last shred of his face, revealing only twinkling blue eyes and wide, full lips, curled 
in a mischievous smile. 


“Tt must suspect a good ending.” 

The Storian dove to the page: 

“One was beautiful and beloved and the other was a lonely hag.” 

“T like our story,” Sophie said. 

“Tt hasn’t gotten to the part where your prince punches you,” said Agatha. 

“Homeward ho,” Sophie sulked. 

They looked up and saw the School Master studying them. 

“Readers are unpredictable, of course. Some have been our greatest students. Most have been 
embarrassing failures.” He gazed at the distant towers, turning his back to the girls. “But this just 
shows how confused Readers have become.” 

Agatha’s heart pounded. This was their chance! She jabbed Sophie. “Go!” 

“T can’t!” Sophie whispered. 

“You said leave him to you!” 

“He’s too old!” 

Agatha elbowed her in the ribs, Sophie elbowed her back— 

“Many of the faculty say I kidnap you, steal you, take you against your will,” the School 
Master said. 

Agatha kicked Sophie forward. 

“But the truth is I free you.” 

Sophie swallowed and took off her broken shoe. 

“You deserve to live extraordinary lives.” 

Sophie crept towards the School Master, raising her jagged heel. 

“You deserve the chance to know who you are.” 

The School Master turned to Sophie, shoe poised over his heart. 

“We demand our release!” Agatha cried. 

Silence. 

Sophie dropped to her knees. “Oh, please, sir, we beg for mercy!” 

Agatha groaned. 

“You took me for Good,” sobbed Sophie, “but they put me in Evil and now my dress is black 
and my hair’s dirty and my prince hates me and my roommates are murderers and there’s no 
Groom Rooms for Nevers so now”—she let out a soprano wail—“I smell.” She bawled into her 
hands. 

“So you’d like to switch schools?” the School Master asked. 

“We’d like to go home,” said Agatha. 

Sophie looked up brightly. “Can we switch schools?” 

The School Master smiled. “No.” 

“Then we’d like to go home,” Sophie said. 

“Lost in a strange land, the girls wanted to go home,” the Storian noted. 

“We have sent students home before,” the School Master said, silver mask flaring. “Illness, 
mental incapacity, the petition of an influential family .. .” 

“So you can send us home!” Agatha said. 

“Indeed I could,” said the School Master, “if you weren’t in the midst of a fairy tale.” He eyed 
the pen across the room. “You see, once the Storian begins your story, then I’m afraid we must 
follow it wherever it takes you. Now the question is, ‘Will your story take you home?’” 

The Storian plunged to the page: “Stupid girls! They were trapped for eternity!” 


“T suspected as much,” said the School Master. 

“So there’s no way home?” Agatha asked, eyes welling. 

“Not unless it’s your ending,” the School Master said. “And going home together is a rather 
far-fetched ending for two girls fighting for opposing sides, don’t you think?” 

“But we don’t want to fight!” Sophie said. 

“We’re on the same side!” said Agatha. 

“We’re friends!” Sophie said, clasping Agatha’s hand. 

“Friends!” the School Master marveled. 

Agatha looked just as surprised, feeling Sophie’s grip. 

“Well, that certainly changes things.” The School Master paced like a doddering duck. “You 
see, a princess and a witch can never be friends in our world. It’s unnatural. It’s unthinkable. It’s 
impossible. Which means if you are indeed friends . . . Agatha must not be a princess and Sophie 
must not be a witch.” 

“Exactly!” said Sophie. “Because I’m the princess and she’s the wi—” Agatha kicked her. 

“And if Agatha is not a princess and Sophie is not a witch, then clearly I’ve got it wrong and 
you don’t belong in our world at all,” he said, pace slowing. “Maybe what everyone says about 
me is true after all.” 

“That you’re Good?” Sophie said. 

“That I’m old,” the School Master sighed out the window. 

Agatha couldn’t contain her excitement. “So we can go home now?” 

“Well, there is the thorny matter of proving all this.” 

“But I’ve tried!” Sophie said. “I’ve tried proving I’m not a villain!” 

“And I’ve tried proving I’m not a princess!” said Agatha. 

“Ah, but there’s only one way in this world to prove who you are.” 

The Storian stopped its busy writing, sensing a pivotal moment. Slowly the School Master 
turned. For the first time, his blue eyes had a glint of danger. 

“What’s the one thing Evil can never have... and the one thing Good can never do without?” 

The girls looked at each other. 

“So we solve your riddle and you... send us home?” Agatha asked hopefully. 

The School Master turned away. “I trust I won’t see either of you again. Unless you want a 
rather depressing end to your story.” 

Suddenly, the room started disappearing in a sweep of white, as if the scene was being erased 
before their eyes. 

“Wait!” Agatha cried. “What are you doing!” 

First the bookshelves vanished, then the walls— 

“No! We want to go home now!” Agatha yelled. 

Then the ceiling, the table, the floor around them—the two girls lunged to a corner to avoid 
being erased— 

“How do we find you! How do we answe—” Agatha ducked to avoid a streak of white. 
“You’re cheating!” 

Across the room, Sophie saw the Storian furiously writing to keep up with their fairy tale. The 
pen sensed her gaze, for the words in its steel suddenly seared red and Sophie’s heart burned 
again with secret understanding. Scared, she clung to Agatha— 

“You thief! You bully! You masked-face old creep!” Agatha screamed. “We’re fine without 
you! Readers are fine without you! Stay in your tower with your masks and pens and stay out of 
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our lives! You hear me! Steal children from other villages and leave us alone 
The last thing they saw was the School Master turn from the window, smiling in a sea of white. 
“What other villages?” 
The ground vanished beneath the two girls’ feet and they free-fell into emptiness, the School 
Master’s last words echoing, blending into the wolves’ call to morning class— 
They woke, blinded by sunlight, swimming in puddles of sweat. Agatha looked for Sophie. 
Sophie looked for Agatha. But all they found were their own beds, in towers far apart. 


12 
Dead Ends 


The morning started miserably for both girls. Not only had they gotten zero sleep, but now they 
were back in their mismatched schools for another day of despicable classes. Even worse, neither 
of them knew the answer to the School Master’s riddle, nor could they ponder it together until 
lunch. And if all this wasn’t bad enough, their Hobgoblin Debacle had become the talk of both 
schools. 





In Uglification, Sophie tried to ignore all the snickers and focus on Manley’s lecture about the 
proper use of capes. This took valiant concentration, given Hester’s vengeful glares and the fact 
that capes could be used for protection, invisibility, disguise, or flight, depending on their fabric 
and grain, with each type requiring different incantations. Manley blindfolded the students for 
the class challenge, where students raced to identify their given cape’s fabric and successfully 
put it to use. 

“T didn’t know magic was so complicated,” Hort murmured, massaging his cape to see if it was 
silk or satin. 

“And this is just capes,” Dot said, smelling hers. “Wait until we do spells!” 

But if there was one thing Sophie knew, it was clothes. She recognized snakeskin under her 
fingers, mentally said the incantation, and went invisible under her slinky black cape. The feat 
earned her another top rank and a look from Hester so lethal Sophie thought she might burst into 


flames. 

Across the moat, Agatha couldn’t turn a corner without seeing Tedros and his mates 
mimicking hobgoblin lurches, howling gibberish, and beating each other with squashes. 
Wherever she went, Tedros and company followed, braying and grunting at the top of their 
lungs, until she finally snatched a squash and jabbed Tedros in the chest with it. 

“The only reason this happened is because you chose me! YOU CHOSE ME, you boorish, 
brainless thug!” 

Tedros gaped dumbly as she stormed off. 

“You chose the witch?” asked Chaddick. 

Tedros turned to find boys staring. “No, I—she tricked—I didn’t—” He pulled his sword. 
“Who wants to fight?” 

With Hansel’s Haven still in ruins, classes were moved to the tower common rooms. Agatha 
followed a herd of Evers through the Breezeways linking all the Good towers in a zigzag of 
colorful glass passages high over the lake. While crossing a purple breezeway to Charity, she 
tuned out gossiping girls and pondered the School Master’s riddle over and over, until she looked 
up and saw she was all alone. After fumbling through the bubble-filled Laundry, where nymphs 
scoured dresses, dodging enchanted pots in the Supper Hall making lunch, and trapping herself 
in a faculty toilet, Agatha finally tracked down the Charity Commons. The pink chaise couches 
were already full and none of the girls made room for her. Just as she sat on the floor— 

“Sit here!” 

Kiko, the sweet, short-haired girl, scooted aside. As the others tittered, Agatha squeezed in 
beside her. “They’ll all hate you now,” she mumbled. 

“T don’t understand how they can think themselves Good and be so rude,” Kiko whispered. 

“Maybe because I almost burned down the school.” 

“They’re just jealous. You can make wishes come true. None of us can do that yet.” 

“It was a fluke. If I could make wishes come true, I’d be home with my friend and my cat.” 
The thought of Reaper made Agatha grasp for another subject. “Um, how’s that boy you wished 
for?” 

“Tristan?” Kiko’s face fell. “He likes Beatrix. Every boy likes Beatrix.” 

“But he gave you his rose,” Agatha said, remembering her wish at the lake. 

“By accident. I jumped in front of Beatrix to catch it.” Kiko gave Beatrix a dirty look. “Do you 
think he’ll take me to the Ball? Not every boy can take that she-wolf.” 

Agatha smirked. Then frowned. “What ball?” 

“The Evers Snow Ball! It’s right before Christmas and every one of us has to find a boy to take 
us or we’re failed! We get ranked as couples based on our presentation, demeanor, and dancing. 
Why do you think we all wished for different boys at the lake? Girls are practical like that. Boys 
just all want the prettiest one.” Kiko grinned. “Who do you have your eye on?” 

Before Agatha could vomit, the doors flew open and a busty woman flounced in wearing a 
bejeweled red turban and scarf that matched her dress, caked caramel makeup, swarthy kohl 
around her eyes, Gypsy hoop earrings, and jangling tambourine bracelets. 

“Umm... Professor Anemone?” Kiko gawked. 

“I am Scherezade,” Professor Anemone boomed in a ridiculous accent. “Queen of Persia. 
Sultaness of the Seven Seas. Behold my dusky desert beauty.” 

She whipped off her scarf and did a terrible belly dance. “See how I seduce you with my hips!” 
She veiled her face and blinked like an owl. “See how I tempt you with my eyes!” She shook her 


bosom and beat her bangles noisily. “See how I become Midnight’s Temptress!” 

“More like smoked kebab,” Agatha murmured. Kiko giggled. 

Professor Anemone’s smile vanished, as did the accent. “Here I thought I’d teach you to 
survive 1001 Arabian Nights—dune-ready makeup, hegira fashions, even a proper Dance of the 
Seven Veils—but perhaps I should start with something less amusing.” She tightened her turban. 

“Fairies have alerted me that candy has been vanishing from Hansel’s Haven even while it is 
under repair. As you know, our school’s classrooms are made of candy as a reminder of all the 
temptations that you will face beyond our gates.” Her eyes narrowed. “But we know what 
happens to girls who eat candy. Once they start, they can’t stop. They stray from the path. They 
fall prey to witches. They gorge themselves on self-pleasure until they die obese, unmarried, and 
riddled with warts.” 

The girls were aghast someone would vandalize the tower, let alone ruin their figure with 
candy. Agatha tried to look just as scandalized. That’s when the marshmallows fell out of her 
pocket, followed by a blue lollipop, a hunk of gingerbread, and two bricks of fudge. Twenty 
gasps came at once. 

“T didn’t have time for breakfast!” Agatha insisted. “I didn’t eat all night!” 

But no one was sympathetic, including Kiko, who looked sorry that she’d been nice to her at 
all. Agatha picked guiltily at her swan. 

“You'll be cleaning plates after supper for next two weeks, Agatha,” said her professor. “A 
useful reminder of the one thing princesses have that villains do not.” 

Agatha bolted up. The answer! 

“A proper diet,” Professor Anemone huffed. 

As the turbaned teacher divulged more Arabian Beauty Secrets, Agatha slumped into the 
couch. One class and her problems had already multiplied. Between the horror of a mandatory 
Ball, a week of dish duty, and a decidedly wart-ridden future, she had the crashing realization of 
just how fast she needed to solve the School Master’s riddle. 


“How about poison in her food?” Hester spat. 

“She doesn’t eat,” said Anadil, tramping with her through Malice Hall. 

“How about poisoned lipstick?” 

“They’ ll lock us in the Doom Room for weeks!” fretted Dot, lumbering to keep up. 

“I don’t care how we do it or how much trouble we get in,” Hester hissed. “I want that snake 
gone.” 

She threw open the door to Room 66 to find Sophie sobbing on her bed. 

“Um, snake’s crying,” Anadil said. 

“Are you okay, love?” Dot asked, suddenly sorry for the girl she was supposed to kill. 

Blubbering, Sophie poured out everything that happened in the School Master’s tower. 

“.. . But now there’s a riddle and I don’t know the answer and Tedros thinks I’m a witch 
because I keep winning challenges and no one understands the reason I keep winning is that I’m 
good at everything!” 

Hester was ready to strangle her right there. Then her face changed. 

“This riddle. If you answer it... you go home?” 

Sophie nodded. 

“And we never have to see you again?” said Anadil. 

Sophie nodded. 


“We’ll solve it,” her roommates pounced. 

“You will?” Sophie blinked. 

“You know how badly you want to go home?” said Hester. 

“We want you to go home more,” said Anadil. 

“Well, at least you believe me,” Sophie frowned, wiping tears. 

“Guilty until proven innocent,” Hester said. “It’s the Never way.” 

“I wouldn't tell any of this to an Ever, though. They’ll think you're mad as a hatter,” said 
Anadil. 

“That’s what I thought, but who lies about breaking so many rules?” Dot said, failing to turn 
her swan crest to chocolate. “Really, this bird is incorrigible.” 

“What’s the School Master like?” Hester asked Sophie. 

“He’s old. Very, very old.” 

“And you actually saw the Storian?” Anadil asked. 

“That strange pen? It wrote about us the whole time.” 

“Tt what?” said the three girls at once. 

“But you’re in school!” Hester said. 

“What can happen in school that’s worthy of a fairy tale?” said Anadil. 

“I'm sure it’s just a mistake, like everything else,” Sophie sniffled. “I just need to solve the 
riddle, tell the School Master, and poof, I’m out of this cursed place. Simple.” 

She saw the girls exchange looks. “Isn't it?” 

“There’s two puzzles here,” Anadil said, eyeing Hester. “The School Master’s riddle.” 

Hester turned to Sophie. “And why he wants you to solve it.” 


If there was one word Agatha dreaded more than “ball,” it was “dancing.” 

“Every Good girl must dance at the Ball,” Pollux said, wobbling on mule legs in the Valor 
Commons. 

Agatha tried not to breathe. The room reeked of leather and cologne with its musky brown 
couches, bear-head carpet, hide-bound books about hunting and riding, and a moose-head plaque 
flaunting obscenely large antlers. She missed the School for Evil and its graveyard stench. 

Pollux led the girls through the dances for the Evers Ball, none of which Agatha could follow, 
since he kept falling and mumbling it would “make sense once he got his body back.” After 
tripping a hoof on the rug, impaling himself on the antlers, and landing buttocks first in the 
fireplace, Pollux barked they “got the point” and wheeled to a group of fairies wielding willow 
violins. “Play a volta!” 

And so they did, lightning quick, with Agatha flung from partner to partner, waist to waist, 
spinning faster, faster into a wild blur. Her feet caught fire. Every girl in the room was Sophie. 
The shoes! They were back! “Sophie! I’m coming!” she yelled— 

Next thing she knew, she was on the floor. 

“There are appropriate times for fainting,” Pollux scowled. “This is not one.” 

“I tripped,” Agatha snapped. 

“Suppose you faint during the Ball! Chaos! Carnage!” 

“T didn’t faint!” 

“Forget a ball! It would be a Midnight Massacre!” 

Agatha stared him down. “I. Don’t. Faint.” 

When the girls reported to the banks of Halfway Bay for Animal Communication, Professor 


Dovey was waiting. “Princess Uma has taken ill.” 

Girls gave Agatha sour looks, since her Wish Fish debacle was surely responsible. With no one 
to supervise on such short notice, Professor Dovey gave them the session off. “Top-half students 
may use the Groom Room. Bottom-half students should use the time to reflect upon their 
mediocrity!” 

While Beatrix and her seven minions sashayed to the Groom Room for manicures, the bottom- 
half girls scurried to peek in on Swordplay, since the boys sparred shirtless. Meanwhile, Agatha 
hastened to the Gallery of Good, hoping it would inspire an answer to the riddle. 

As her eyes drifted across its sculptures, cases, and stuffed creatures lit by pink-flamed torches, 
she remembered the School Master’s decree that a witch and princess could never be friends. But 
why? Something had to come between them. Surely this was the mysterious thing a princess 
could have and a villain could not. She thought about what it could be until her neck prickled 
red. But still no answer. 

She found herself pulled once more to the corner nook, home to the gauzy paintings of 
Gavaldon’s Readers. Agatha remembered Professor Dovey speaking to that tight-jawed woman. 
“Professor Sader,” they called the artist. The same Sader who taught History of Heroism? Wasn’t 
that class next? 

This time, Agatha moved through the paintings slowly. As she did, she noticed the landscape 
evolved from frame to frame: more stores sprang up in the square, the church changed colors 
from white to red, two windmills rose behind the lake—until the village began to look just like 
the one she had left. Even more confused now, she drifted along the paintings until one made her 
stop. 

As children read storybooks on the church steps, the sun spotlit a girl in a purple peacoat and 
yellow hat with sunflowers. Agatha put her nose to the girl. Alice? It had to be. The baker’s 
daughter had worn the same ridiculous coat and hat every day of her life until she was kidnapped 
eight years before. Across the painting, an errant ray of sun spotlit a gaunt boy in black beating a 
cat with a stick. Rune. Agatha remembered him trying to gouge out Reaper’s eye before her 
mother thrashed him away with a broomstick. Rune too had been taken that year. 

Quickly she shifted to the next painting, where scores of children lined up in front of Mr. 
Deauville’s, but the sun illuminated only two: bald Bane, biting the girl in front of him, and 
quiet, handsome Garrick. The two boys taken four years before. 

Sweating, Agatha slowly turned to the next painting. As children read high on an emerald hill, 
two sat below, sunlit on a lake bank. A girl in black flicking matches into the water. A girl in 
pink packing pouches with cucumbers. 

Breathless, Agatha dashed back through the row. In every one, light chose two children: one 
bright and fair, the other strange and grim. Agatha retreated from the nook and climbed on a 
stuffed cow’s rump so she could see all the paintings at once, paintings that told her three things 
about this Professor Sader— 

He could move between the real and fairy-tale worlds. He knew why children were brought 
here from Gavaldon. 

And he could help them get home. 

As fairies chimed the start of the next class, Agatha barged into the Theater of Tales and 
squeezed beside Kiko, while Tedros and his boys played handball against the phoenix carved 
into the front of the stone stage. 

“Tristan didn’t even say hi,” Kiko griped. “Maybe he thinks I have warts now that I talked to 
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yo— 

“Where’s Sader?” Agatha said. 

“Professor Sader,” said a voice. 

She looked up and saw a handsome silver-haired teacher give her a cryptic smile as he 
ascended the stage in his shamrock-green suit. The man who smiled at her in the foyer and on the 
Bridge. 

Professor Crackpot. 

Agatha exhaled. Surely he’d help if he liked her so much. 

“As you know, I teach fourth session both here and in Evil and unfortunately cannot be in two 
places at once. Thus Pll be alternating weeks between schools,” he said, clasping the lectern. 
“On weeks where I’m not here, you’!l have former students come to recount their adventures in 
the Endless Woods. They’ll be responsible for your weekly challenges, so please afford them the 
same respect you’d give me. Finally, given I am responsible for a vast amount of students and a 
vast amount of history, I do not hold office hours nor will I answer your questions inside or 
outside of class.” 

Agatha coughed. How could she get answers if he didn’t allow questions? 

“If you do have questions,” said Sader, hazel eyes unblinking, “you’ll surely find the answers 
in your text, A Student’s History of the Woods, or in my other authored books, available in the 
Library of Virtue. Now to roll call. Beatrix?” 

“Yes.” 

“One more time, Beatrix.” 

“Right here,” Beatrix snapped. 

“Thank you, Beatrix. Kiko!” 

“Present!” 

“Again, Kiko.” 

“I'm here, Professor Sader!” 

“Excellent. Reena!” 

“Yes.” 

“Again?” 

Agatha groaned. At this rate, they’d be here until new moon. 

“Tedros!” 

“Here.” 

“Louder, Tedros.” 

“Good grief, is he deaf?” Agatha grouched. 

“No, silly,” said Kiko. “He’s blind.” 

Agatha snorted. “Don’t be ridi—” 

The glassy eyes. The matching names to voices. The way he gripped the lectern. 

“But his paintings!” Agatha cried. “He’s seen Gavaldon! He’s seen us!” 

That’s when Professor Sader met her eyes and smiled, as if to remind her he’d never seen 
anything at all. 


“So let me get this straight,” Sophie said. “There were two School Masters first. And they were 
brothers.” 

“Twins,” said Hester. 

“One Good, one Evil,” said Anadil. 


Sophie moved along a series of chipped marble murals built into Evil Hall. Covered in emerald 
algae and blue rust, torch-lit with sea-green flames, the hall looked like a cathedral that had spent 
most of its life underwater. 

She stopped at one, depicting two young men in a castle chamber, keeping watch over the 
enchanted pen she had seen in the School Master’s tower. One brother wore long black robes, the 
other white. In the cracked mosaic, she could make out their identical handsome faces, ghostly 
pale hair, and deep blue eyes. But where the white-robed brother’s face was warm, gentle, the 
black-robed one’s was icy and hard. Still, something about both of their faces seemed familiar. 

“And these brothers ruled both schools and protected the magic pen,” Sophie said. 

“The Storian,” Hester corrected. 

“And Good won half the time and Evil won half the time?” 

“More or less,” said Anadil, feeding a snail to her pocketed rats. “My mother used to say that if 
Good went on a streak, Evil would find new tricks, forcing Good to improve its defense and beat 
them back.” 

“Nature’s balance,” said Dot, munching on a schoolbook she’d turned to chocolate. 

Sophie moved to the next mural, where the Evil brother had gone from ruling peacefully 
alongside his brother to attacking him with a barrage of spells. “But the Evil one thought he 
could control the pen—um, Storian—and make Evil invincible. So he gathers an army to destroy 
his brother and starts war.” 

“The Great War,” said Hester. “Where everyone took a side between Good brother and Evil 
brother.” 

“And in the final battle between them, someone won,” said Sophie, eyeing the last mural—a 
sea of Evers and Nevers bowed before a masked School Master in silver robes, the glowing 
Storian floating above his hands. “But no one knows who.” 

“Quick-study,” Anadil grinned. 

“But then surely people must know if he’s the Good brother or Evil brother?” Sophie asked. 

“Everyone pretends it’s a mystery,” said Hester, “but since the Great War, Evil hasn’t won a 
single story.” 

“But doesn’t the pen just write what happens in the Woods?” Sophie said, studying the strange 
symbols in the Storian’s steel. “Don’t we control the stories?” 

“And it just happens one day all villains die?” Hester growled. “That pen is forcing our fates. 
That pen is killing all the villains. That pen is controlled by Good.” 

“Storian, love,” Dot chomped. “Not a pen.” 

Hester smacked the book out of her mouth. 

“But if you’re going to die every time, why bother teaching villains?” said Sophie. “Why have 
the School for Evil at all?” 

“Try asking a teacher that question,” piped Dot, digging in her bag for a bigger book. 

“Fine, so you villains can’t win anymore,” Sophie yawned, filing her nails with a marble shard. 
“What’s this to do with me?” 

“The Storian started your fairy tale,” Hester frowned. 

“So?” 

“And given your current school, the Storian thinks you’re the villain in that fairy tale.” 

“And I should care about the opinion of a pen?” Sophie said, whittling nails on her other hand. 

“T take back the quick-study bit,” said Anadil. 

“If you're the villain, you die, you imbecile!” Hester barked. 


Sophie broke a nail. “But the School Master said I could go home!” 

“Or maybe his riddle’s a trap.” 

“He’s Good! You said it yourself!” 

“And you’re in Evil,” said Hester. “He’s not on your side.” 

Sophie looked at her. Anadil and Dot had the same grim expression. 

“Dm going to die here?” Sophie squeaked, eyes welling. “There has to be something I can do!” 

“Solve the riddle,” Hester said, shrugging. “It’s the only way you’ll know what he’s up to. Plus 
your ending needs to happen soon. If you win one more challenge, PI kill you myself.” 

“Then tell me the answer!” Sophie yelled. 

“What does a villain never have that a princess can’t do without?” Hester mulled, itching her 
tattoo. 

“Animals, maybe?” said Dot. 

“Villains can have animal henchmen. Just takes deeper corruption,” said Anadil. “What about 
honor?” 

“Evil has its own version of honor, valor, and everything else Good thinks they invented,” 
Hester said. “We just have better names for them.” 

“T have it!” 

They turned to Sophie. 

“A birthday party!” she said. “Who would want to go to a Villain Party?” 

Anadil and Hester stared at her. 

“It's because she doesn’t eat,” said Dot. “Brains need food.” 

“Then you must be the smartest girl alive!” Sophie roared. 

Dot glared back at her. “Remember the cruelest villains die the cruelest deaths.” 

Sophie turned to Hester nervously. “Would Lady Lesso tell me the answer?” 

“If she thinks it’ll help Evil win.” 

“You’d have to be clever,” said Anadil. 

“And subtle,” said Hester. 

“Cleverness? Subtlety? That’s what I do, darling,” Sophie said, relieved. “This riddle is good 
as solved.” 

“Or not, given we’re fifteen minutes late,” said Dot. 

Indeed, the only thing chillier than Lady Lesso’s frozen classroom was the looks she gave the 
four girls as they slipped through the door to their seats. 

“I would send you for punishment, but they’re occupied with students from my last class.” 

Boys’ screams echoed from beneath their feet. The whole class trembled at the thought of what 
was happening in the Doom Room. 

“Let’s see if our latecomers can redeem themselves,” said Lady Lesso, heels clacking 
ominously. 

“What are we doing?” Sophie whispered to Hort. 

“She’s testing us on famous Nemeses,” Hort whispered. “If you get a question right, you get 
one of these.” He flaunted a massive stick-on wart glued to his cheek. 

Sophie recoiled. “That's a reward?” 

“Hester, can you name a villain who destroyed her Nemesis with a Nightmare Curse?” 

“Finola the Fairy Eater. Finola the Witch haunted the fairies’ dreams and convinced them to 
cut off their own wings. With the fairies no longer able to fly, Finola caught and ate them one by 
one.” 


Sophie swallowed whatever came up. But she had never heard of Finola the Fairy Eater, so 
Hester had surely gotten it wrong. 

“Correct! Finola the Fairy Eater! One of the most famous stories of all!” Lady Lesso said, and 
stuck a giant wart on Hester’s hand. 

Famous? Sophie wrinkled her nose. Famous where? 

“Anadil, name a villain who killed their Nemesis using disguise!” Lady Lesso said. 

“Rabid Bear Rex. Dressed himself in a bear skin because Princess Anatole loved bears. When 
she tried to pet him, he cut her throat.” 

“A great role model for us all, Rabid Bear Rex!” said Lady Lesso, and planted a wart on 
Anadil’s neck. “If he was alive, he’d wipe that grin off every one of Clarissa’s gloating 
cockerels!” 

Sophie bit her lip. Were they making this all up? 

“Dot. Name a villain who murdered their Nemesis with transformation 

“The Frost Queen! Turned the princess into ice and put her in the morning sun!” 

“My favorite tale of all!” Lady Lesso thundered. “A story that will live forever in the hearts of 
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Sophie snorted. 

“Is something funny?” said Lady Lesso. 

“Never heard of any of these,” Sophie said. 

Hester and Anadil sank in their seats. 

“Never heard of them?” Lady Lesso sneered. “These are Evil’s greatest triumphs! The glory 
that inspires future villains! Four Girls in a Well! Twelve Drowned Princesses! Ursula the 
Usurper, The Witch of—” 

“Never heard of those either,” Sophie sighed, combing back her hair. “Where I come from, no 
one would read a story where Evil wins. Everyone wants Good to win because Good has better 
looks, nicer clothes, and more friends.” 

Lady Lesso was speechless. 

Sophie turned to her classmates. “I’m sorry that no one likes you and you never win and that 
you have to go to school for no reason, but it’s the truth.” 

Hester pulled her robes over her face. 

Dot leaned forward and whispered into Sophie’s ear. “The riddle, love.” 

“Oh, yes,” said Sophie, all business. “While I have the floor, here’s a bit of a brainteaser. It’s 
quite important that I solve it, so any help would be deeply appreciated. What does a villain 
never have that a princess can’t do without? Any ideas? Feel free to shout them out. Merci, 
darlings.” 

“T have an idea,” said Lady Lesso. 

“I knew you would.” Sophie smiled. “What is it? What do I have that you don’t?” 

Lady Lesso thrust her face in hers. “Nothing. Which is what we’ll be hearing from you the rest 
of class.” 

Sophie had an appeal, but it never made it out of her mouth. Her lips were sealed shut. 

“Much better,” Lady Lesso said, and blessed Sophie with a wart between the eyes. 

As Sophie pried at her lips, Lady Lesso stood calmly and smoothed her purple gown, ignoring 
the petrified students around her. 

“Now, Hort, tell me a villain who employed a Raven Death Trap.” 

Wheezing through her nose, Sophie wrenched at her mouth with a pen, hair clip, and icicle, 


which pierced her lips. Gasp, wail, scream, she tried it all, but all she found was silence, panic, 
blood— 

And Hester glowering from the front row. 

“Good as solved, eh?” 
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Doom Room 


Agatha had no idea why lunch was a joint-school activity, because Evers sat with Evers, Nevers 


sat with Nevers, and both groups pretended the other wasn’t there. 

Lunch took place in the Clearing, an intimate picnic field outside the Blue Forest gates. To get 
to the Clearing, students had to journey through twisty tunnels of trees that grew narrower and 
narrower, until one by one the children spat through a hollowed trunk onto emerald grass. As 
soon as Agatha came through the Good tunnel, she followed the line of Evers receiving picnic 
baskets from nymphs in red hoods, while Nevers from the Evil tunnel took rusty pails from red- 
suited wolves. 





Agatha found a shady patch of grass and reached into her willow basket to find a lunch of 
smoked trout sandwiches, rampion salad, strawberry soufflé, and a vial of sparkling lemon water. 
She let thoughts of riddles and dead ends fall away as she opened her watering mouth to the 
sandwich— 

Sophie swiped it. “You don’t know what I’ve been through,” she sobbed, scarfing it whole. 
“Here’s yours.” She plunked down a pail of gruel. 

Agatha stared at her. 

“Look, I asked,” Sophie garbled between bites. “Apparently Nevers need to learn deprivation. 
Part of your training. This is lovely, by the way.” 

Agatha was still staring. 

“What?” Sophie said. “Do I have blood on my teeth? Because I thought I got it al—” 

Over Agatha’s shoulder, she saw Tedros and his friends pointing and snickering. 

“Oh no,” Sophie groaned. “What’d you do now?” 


Agatha kept gaping at her. 

“If you’re going to be a brat about it, you can have the soufflé.” Sophie frowned. “Why is that 
strange imp waving at me?” 

Agatha turned and saw Kiko across the Clearing, waving and flaunting newly red hair. It was 
the exact same color as Tristan’s. Agatha’s face went white. 

“Um, you know her?” Sophie said, watching Kiko giddily approach Tristan. 

“We’re friends,” Agatha said, waving Kiko away from him. 

“You have a friend?” Sophie said. 

Agatha turned to her. 

“Why do you keep looking at me like that!” Sophie yelled. 

“You haven’t been eating candy, have you?” 

“Huh?” Sophie shrieked, realizing—her hand flew up and ripped Lesso’s wart off her face 
— “Why didn’t you tell me!” she cried, as Tedros and boys exploded into whoops. 

“Ohhh, it can’t get any worse,” Sophie moaned. 

Hort picked up her discarded wart and ran away with it. 

Sophie looked at Agatha. Agatha cracked a smile. 

“Tt’s not funny!” Sophie wailed. 

But Agatha was laughing and so was Sophie. 

“What do you think he’ll do with it?” Agatha sniggered. 

Sophie stopped laughing. “We need to get home. Now.” 

Agatha told Sophie about all her frustrations solving the riddle, including her dead end with 
Professor Sader. Before she could even try to ask about his paintings, Sader had taken off to 
meet his Evil students, leaving three geriatric pigs to lecture about the importance of fortifying 
one’s houses. 

“He’s the only one who can help us,” said Agatha. 

“Better hurry. My days are numbered,” Sophie said glumly and recounted everything that had 
happened with her roommates, including their prediction of Sophie’s doom. 

“You die? That doesn’t make any sense. You can’t be the villain in our story if we’re friends.” 

“That’s why the School Master said we can’t be friends,” Sophie replied. “Something has to 
come between us. Something that answers the riddle.” 

“What could possibly come between us?” Agatha said, still at a loss. “Maybe it’s all connected. 
This thing that Good has and Evil doesn’t. Do you think it’s why Good always wins?” 

“Evil used to win, according to Lady Lesso. But now Good has something that beats them all.” 

“But the School Master forbade us to return to his tower. So the answer to the riddle isn’t a 
word or a thing or an idea—” 

“We have to do something!” 

“Now we’re getting somewhere. First, it’s something that can turn us against each other. 
Second, it’s something that beats Evil every time. And third, it’s something we can physically do 
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The girls spun to each other. “I got it,” said Agatha—“Me too,” said Sophie— 
“It’s so obvious.” 

“So obvious.” 

“Tt’s—it’s—” 

“Yes, it’s—” 

“No idea,” Agatha said. 


“Me either,” sighed Sophie. 

Across the field Everboys slowly trespassed into Evergirl territory. Girls waited like flowers to 
be picked, only to see Beatrix attract the lion’s share. As Beatrix flirted with her suitors, Tedros 
fidgeted on a tree stump. Finally he stood up, shoved in front of the other boys, and asked 
Beatrix to take a walk. 

“He was supposed to rescue me,” Sophie whimpered, watching them go. 

“Sophie, we have the chance to save our village from a two-hundred-year-old curse, to rescue 
children from beatings and failings, to escape wolves, waves, gargoyles, and everything else in 
this awful school, and to end a story that will kill you. And you’re thinking about a boy?” 

“I wanted my happy ending, Aggie,” Sophie said, tears sparkling. 

“Getting home alive is our happy ending, Sophie.” 

Sophie nodded, but her eyes never left Tedros. 


“Welcome to Good Deeds,” said Professor Dovey to students gathered in the Purity Common 
Room. “Now we’re behind your other subjects, so we’ll dispense with the usual pleasantries. Let 
me begin by saying that over the years, I’ve seen a disturbing decrease in esteem for this class.” 

“Because it’s after lunch,” Tedros whispered into Agatha’s ear. 

“And you’re talking to me why?” 

“Seriously, what witchy spell did you put on me to make me choose your goblin.” 

Agatha didn’t turn. 

“You did something,” Tedros fumed. “Tell me.” 

“Can’t divulge a witch’s secrets,” Agatha said, gazing ahead. 

“Knew it!” Tedros saw Professor Dovey glaring and flashed her a cocksure smile. She rolled 
her eyes and went on. He leaned over again to Agatha. “Tell me, and my boys will leave you 
alone.” 

“Does that include you?” 

“Just tell me what you did.” 

Agatha exhaled. “I used the Hopsocotl Spell, a potent hex from the Gavaldonic Witches of 
Reapercat. They’re a small coven on the shores of the Callis River, not just expert spell casters 
but also great harvesters of—” 

“What you did.” 

“Well,” said Agatha, turning to him, “the Hopsocotl Spell worms its way into your brain like a 
swarm of leeches. It swims its way into every cranny, breeding, multiplying, festering for just the 
right moment. And just when it hooks into your every nook and crevice . . . ssssspppt! It sucks 
you of every intelligent thought and leaves you dumb as a donkey’s ass.” 

Tedros went red. 

“One more thing. It’s permanent,” Agatha said, and turned back around. 

While Tedros mumbled about hangings, stonings, and the other ways his father punished 
wicked women, Agatha listened to Professor Dovey justify the importance of Good Deeds. 

“Every time you do a Good Deed with true intention, your soul grows purer. Though lately, my 
Good students have been doing them as if they were chores, preferring to cultivate their egos, 
arrogance, and waist size! Let me assure you, our winning streak can end at any time!” 

“Not if the School Master controls the Storian,” said Agatha. 

“Agatha, the School Master has absolutely no role in how the stories play out,” Professor 
Dovey said impatiently. “He cannot control the Storian.” 


“He seemed pretty good at magic to me,” Agatha replied. 

“Excuse me?” 

“He can split into shadows. He can make a room disappear. He can make it all seem like a 
dream, so surely he can control a pen—” 

“And how might you know all this?” Professor Dovey sighed. 

Agatha saw Tedros smirking. 

“Because he showed me,” she said. 

Tedros’ smirk vanished. Professor Dovey looked like a kettle about to steam. Students glanced 
nervously between her and Agatha. 

Their teacher smiled tightly. “Oh, Agatha, what an imagination you have. It will serve you well 
when you’re waiting for someone to rescue you from a ravenous dragon. Let’s hope he arrives in 
time. Now, the three keys to Good Deeds are creativity, feasibility, and spontaneity—” 

Agatha opened her mouth, but Professor Dovey silenced her with a glare. Knowing she was on 
shaky ground, Agatha pulled out parchment and took notes with the rest. 

Before Surviving Fairy Tales, the students of both schools found themselves summoned to an 
assembly in the Clearing. 

As soon as Agatha popped through the tree tunnel, Kiko grabbed her— “Tristan changed his 
hair!” 

Agatha glanced over at Tristan, leaning against a tree. His hair was blond now, drooping over 
one eye. He reminded her of someone. 

“He said he did it for Beatrix!” Kiko wailed, hair still hideously red. 

Agatha followed Tristan’s eyes to Beatrix, who was jabbering to Tedros. Tedros couldn’t have 
been less enthused and puffed at the blond bangs drooping over his— 

Agatha coughed. She looked back at Tristan, puffing at his droopy blond bangs. Then at 
Tedros, who had two shirt buttons undone and his tie loosened with its golden T. Then at Tristan, 
who had undone two buttons and loosened his tie with its golden T. 

“What if I’m blond like Beatrix?” Kiko hounded. “Then will Tristan like me?” 

Agatha turned. “You need to find a new crush immediately.” 

“ATTENTION.” 

She looked up to find the entire faculty fanned between the two tunnels, including Castor and 
Pollux, whose heads had been reunited on their canine body. 

Professor Dovey stepped forward. “There’s been some—” 

“MOVE YOUR HIDES, YOU LAZY COWS!” Castor barked. 

The last Nevers hurried from their tunnel, with Sophie stumbling out last. She gave Agatha a 
confused look across the Clearing. Agatha shrugged back. 

Professor Dovey opened her mouth to resume— 

“PRESENTING CLARISSA DOVEY, DEAN OF THE SCHOOL FOR GOOD AND 
PROFESSOR EMERITUS OF GOOD DEEDS,” said Castor. 

“Thank you, Castor,” said Professor Dovey— 

“ANY INTERRUPTIONS OR MISBEHAVIOR WILL BE SWIFTLY PUNISHED—” 

“THANK YOU, CASTOR!” Professor Dovey shrieked. 

Castor stared at his feet. 

Professor Dovey cleared her throat. “Students, we have called you here because there have 
been some unfortunate rumors—” 

“Lies, as I call them,” said Lady Lesso. Agatha recognized her as the teacher who had ripped 


down Sader’s painting in the Gallery of Good. 

“So let us be clear,” Professor Dovey continued. “First, there is no curse on Evil. Evil still has 
the power to defeat Good.” 

“Provided Evil does their homework!” Professor Manley growled. 

Nevers muttered, as if they didn’t believe this for a second. 

“Second, the School Master is on no one’s side,” said Professor Dovey. 

“How do you know?” Ravan shouted. 

“Why should we believe you?” Hester yelled as Nevers catcalled— 

“Because we have proof.” Professor Sader stepped forward. 

Nevers went quiet. Agatha’s eyes widened. Proof? What proof? 

Then she noticed Lady Lesso looked especially sour, confirming this proof did in fact exist. 
Was the proof the answer to the riddle? 

“Last but not least,” said Professor Dovey, “the School Master’s primary responsibility is to 
protect the Storian. For that reason, he remains in his well-fortressed tower. Thus, regardless of 
the tales you may hear, let me assure you: no student has ever seen the School Master and no 
student ever will.” 

Eyes fell on Agatha. 

“Ah, is this the storyteller?” Lady Lesso leered. 

“It’s not a story!” Agatha shot back. She saw Sophie shake her head to say this was an ill- 
advised battle. 

Lady Lesso smiled. “Pll give you one more chance to redeem yourself. Did you meet the 
School Master ?” 

Agatha looked at the Evil teacher, purple eyes bulging like marbles. Then at Professor Sader, 
smiling at her curiously. Then at Sophie across the Clearing, miming wart gluing, mouth 
zipping... 

“Yes.” 

“You lie to a teacher!” Lady Lesso lashed. 

“Tt’s not a lie!” a voice shouted. 

Everyone turned to Sophie. “We were both there! We were in his tower!” 

“And I bet you saw the Storian too?” Beatrix sneered. 

“Matter of fact, we did!” Sophie retorted to laughter. 

“And did it start your fairy tale too?” 

“Tt did! It did start our fairy tale!” 

“All hail the Queen of Fools!” Beatrix proclaimed to roars. 

“Then you must be the Grand Empress.” 

Beatrix turned to Agatha, arms akimbo. 

“Ugh. The ‘Mistake,’” Beatrix groaned. “Good has never been so wrong.” 

“You wouldn’t know Good if it crawled up your dress!” Agatha yelled. 

Beatrix gasped so loudly Tedros cracked a grin. 

“Don’t talk to Beatrix that way!” a voice said— 

Agatha turned to find blond-haired Tristan— 

“Beatrix?” Agatha exploded. “You sure you don’t want Tedros? He’d love to marry himself!” 

Tedros stopped smiling. Dumbstruck, he glanced between Agatha, Tristan, Beatrix . . . He lost 
patience and punched Tristan in the mouth. Tristan drew his dulled training sword, Tedros 
whipped out his, and they clashed in public duel. But Tristan had been studying Tedros in 


Swordplay, so they both used the exact same ripostes, the same retreats, even the same fight 
calls, until no one knew who was who— 

Rather than intervene, Swordplay professor Espada twirled his long mustache. “We’ll dissect 
this thoroughly in class tomorrow.” 

The Nevers had a more immediate response. 

“FIIIIGGGHHHHHT!” Ravan roared. 

Nevers rushed Evers, steamrolled stunned wolves, and dive-bombed into the dueling 
swordsmen. Whooping Everboys charged in, inciting an epic playground brawl that splattered 
Evergirls with mud. Agatha couldn’t help but laugh at girls brought to their knees by dirt, until 
filthy Beatrix pointed at her. 

“She started it!” 

Screaming Evergirls charged after Agatha, who climbed a tree. Nearby, Tedros managed to 
reach his head from under boys and saw Sophie spring past. “Help!” he yelled— 

Sophie stepped on his head as she ran to help Agatha, who was being pelted with pebbles by 
Beatrix. Then she caught Hort out of the corner of her eye. 

“You! Give me back my wart!” 

Hort scooted around the brawling mass, Sophie in pursuit, until she got close enough to pick 
up a fallen branch and hurl it at his head—Hort ducked and it hit Lady Lesso in the face. 

Students froze. 

Lady Lesso touched her cold, gashed cheek. Staring at the blood on her hand, she grew eerily 
calm. 

Her long red nail rose and pointed at Agatha. 

“Lock her in her tower!” 

A swarm of fairies seized Agatha and dragged her past smirking Tedros towards the Evers’ 
tunnel— 

“No, it’s my fault!” Sophie cried— 

“And this one.” Lady Lesso stabbed her bloodstained finger at Sophie. “To the Doom Room.” 

Before Sophie could scream, a claw covered her mouth and pulled her past petrified classmates 
into the darkness of trees. 


Sophie couldn’t live through torture! Sophie couldn’t survive true Evil! 

As fairies flew her upstairs, Agatha welled panicked tears and glanced down to see teachers 
surging into the foyer. 

“Professor Sader!” she cried, clinging to a banister. “You have to believe us! The Storian 
thinks Sophie’s a villain! It’s going to kill her!” 

Sader and twenty teachers looked up, alarmed— 

“How do you see our village?” Agatha yelled as fairies wrested her away. “How do we get 
home? What does a princess have that a villain doesn’t!” 

Sader smiled. “Questions. Always in threes.” 

Teachers chuckled and dispersed. (“Seen the Storian?” Espada mused. “She’s the one who eats 
candy,” Professor Anemone explained.) 

“No! You have to save her!” Agatha begged, but the fairies dragged her to her room and 
locked her in. 

Frantic, she scaled her bed canopy past paintings of lip-locked heroes and lunged for the 
broken ceiling tile. . . . But it wasn’t broken anymore. Someone had sealed it tight. 


Blood drained from Agatha’s cheeks. Sader was her only hope and he refused to answer 
questions. Now her only friend would die in that dungeon, all because a magic pen had mistaken 
a princess for a witch. 

Then something flashed in her head. Something Sader said in class. 

If you do have questions . . . 

Breathless, Agatha emptied her basket of schoolbooks. 


A gray wolf, stoic and efficient, tugged Sophie by a long chain fixed to a tight iron collar around 
her neck. Skirting the dank sewer walls, she couldn’t fight her leash; one wrong step and she’d 
slip off the narrow path into roaring sludge. Across the rotted black river, she saw two wolves 
drag moaning Vex from the direction in which she was headed. His eyes met hers, red-rimmed, 
hateful. Whatever happened to him in the Doom Room had left him more a villain than when he 
entered. 

Agatha, Sophie told herself. Agatha will get us home. 

She bit back tears. Stay alive for Agatha. 

As she approached the sewer’s halfway point, where sludge turned to clear lake water, she felt 
the wall’s solid stone become rusty grating. The wolf kicked the door open and shoved her in. 

Sophie lifted her head to a dark dungeon, lit by a single torch. Everywhere she looked were 
tools of punishment: breaking wheel, rack, stocks, nooses, hooks, garrote, iron maiden, 
thumbscrews, and a terrifying collection of spears, clubs, rods, whips, and knives. Her heart 
stopped. She turned away— 

Two red eyes glowed from the corner. 

Slowly a big black wolf rose from shadows, twice the size of all the other wolves. But this one 
had a human’s body with a thick, hairy chest, sinewy arms, bulging calves, and massive feet. The 
Beast cracked open a scroll of parchment and read in a deep growl. 

“You, Sophie of Woods Beyond, have hereby been summoned to the Doom Room for the 
following sins: Conspiracy to Commit Untruth, Disruption of Assembly, Attempted Murder of a 
Faculty Member—” 

“Murder!” Sophie gasped— 

“Incitement of Public Riots, Crossing of Boundary Lines During Assembly, Destruction of 
School Property, Harassment of Fellow Students, and Crimes Against Humanity.” 

“T plead not guilty to all charges,” Sophie scowled. “Especially the last.” 

The Beast seized her face in his claws. “Guilty until proven innocent!” 

“Let go!” Sophie screamed. 

He sniffed her neck. “Aren’t you a luscious peach.” 

“You'll leave marks!” 

To her surprise the Beast released her. “It usually takes beating to find the weak spot.” 

Sophie looked at the Beast, confused. He licked his lips and grinned. 

With a cry, she lunged for the door—he slammed her to the wall and cuffed her arms to hooks 
above her head. 

“Let me go!” 

The Beast slunk along the wall, hunting for just the right punishment. 

“Please, whatever I did, I’m sorry!” Sophie wailed. 

“Villains don’t learn from apologies,” the Beast said. He considered a cudgel for a moment, 
then moved on. “Villains learn from pain.” 


“Please! Someone help me!” 

“Pain makes you stronger,” said the Beast. 

He caressed the tip of a rusty spear, then hung it back up. 

“Help!” Sophie shrieked. 

“Pain makes you grow.” 

The Beast picked out an axe. Sophie’s face went ghost white. 

He walked up to her, axe handle in his meaty claw. 

“Pain makes you Evil.” 

He took her hair in his hands. 

“No!” Sophie choked. 

The Beast raised the axe— 

“Please!” 

The blade slashed through her hair. 

Sophie stared at her long, beautiful gold locks on the black dungeon floor, mouth frozen open 
in silence. Slowly she raised her terrorized face to meet the big black Beast’s. Then her lips 
quivered, her body hung from its chains, and the tears came. She buried her shorn, jagged head 
in her chest and cried. She cried until her nose stuffed up and she couldn’t breathe, spit caking 
her black tunic, wrists bleeding against her cuffs— 

A lock snapped. Sophie lifted her raw, red eyes to see the Beast unhook her from the wall. 

“Get out,” he growled, and hung the axe up. 

When he turned, Sophie was gone. 

The Beast lumbered out of the cell and knelt at the midpoint between roiling muck and clean 
water. As he dipped the bloody chains in, currents smashed from both directions, rinsing them 
clean. Scrubbing the last spots of blood away, he caught his reflection in the sludge— 

Only it wasn’t his. 

The Beast spun— 

Sophie shoved him in. 

The Beast thrashed in water and slime, grunting and flailing for the wall. The tides were too 
strong. She watched him gurgle his last breaths and sink like a stone. 

Sophie smoothed her hair and walked towards the light, swallowing the sickness in her throat. 

The Good forgive, said the rules. 

But the rules were wrong. They had to be. 

Because she hadn’t forgiven. 

She hadn’t forgiven at all. 


14 
The Crypt Keeper’s Solution 


The cover was silver silk, painted with the glowing Storian clutched between black and white 
swans. 


A Student’s History of the Woods 
AUGUST A. SADER 


Agatha opened to the first page. 
“This book reflects the views of its author ONLY. Professor Sader’s interpretation of history is 


his alone and the faculty does not share it. Sincerely, Clarissa Dovey & Lady Lesso, Deans of the 
School for Good and Evil.” 





Agatha felt encouraged the faculty disapproved of the book in her hands. It gave her more hope 
that somewhere in these pages was the answer to the riddle. The difference between a princess 
and a witch... the proof Good and Evil were balanced. . . . Could they be the same? 

She flipped the page to start, but it didn’t have words. Splashed across it were patterns of 
embossed dots in a rainbow of colors, small as pinheads. Agatha turned the page. More dots. She 
tore through fistfuls of pages. No words at all. She dumped her face to the book in frustration. 
Sader’s voice boomed: 

“Chapter Fourteen: The Great War.” 


Agatha lurched up. Before her eyes, a ghostly three-dimensional scene melted into view atop 
the book page—a living diorama, colors gauzy like Sader’s paintings in the gallery. She 
crouched to watch a silent vision unfold of three wizened old men, beards to the floor, standing 
in the School Master’s tower with hands united. As the old men opened their hands, the gleaming 
Storian levitated out of them and over a familiar white stone table. Sader’s disembodied voice 
continued: 

“Now remember from Chapter One, the Storian was placed at the School for Good and Evil by 
the Three Seers of the Endless Woods, who believed it the only place it could be protected from 
corruption...” 

Agatha gawked in disbelief. Sightless Sader couldn’t write history. But he could see it and 
wanted the same for his students. Every time she turned a page and touched the dots, living 
history came alive to his narration. Most of Chapter 14 recounted what Sophie had told her at 
lunch: that the School had been ruled by two sorcerer brothers, one Good, one Evil, whose love 
for each other overcame their loyalties to either side. But in time, the Evil brother found love 
give way to temptation, until he saw only one obstacle between him and the pen’s infinite 
power... his own blood. 

Agatha’s hands swept over dots, scanning exhaustive scenes of Great War battles, alliances, 
betrayals to see how it all ended. Her fingers stopped as she watched a familiar figure in silver 
robes and mask rise out of the burning carnage of battle, Storian in hand: 

“From the final fight between Evil brother and Good brother, a victor emerged beholden to 
neither side. In the Great Truce, the triumphant School Master vowed to rise above Good and 
Evil and protect the balance for as long as he could keep himself alive. Neither side trusted the 
victor, of course. But they didn’t need to.” 

The scene flashed to the dying brother, burning to ashes as he desperately stabbed his hand into 
the sky, unleashing a burst of silver light— 

“For the dying brother used his final embers of magic to create a last spell against his twin: a 
way to prove Good and Evil still equal. As long as this proof stayed intact, then the Storian 
remained uncorrupted and the Woods in perfect balance. And as to what this proof is . . .” 

Agatha’s heart leapt— 

“Tt remains in the School for Good and Evil to this very day.” 

The scene went dark. 

She turned the page urgently, touched the dots. Sader’s voice boomed— 

“Chapter Fifteen: The Woodswide Roach Plague.” 

Agatha flung the book against the wall, then the others, leaving cracks in painted couples’ 
faces. When there were no more to throw, she buried her face in the bed. 

Please. Help us. 

Then in the silence between prayers and tears, something came. Not even a thought. An 
impulse. 

Agatha lifted her head. 

The answer to the riddle looked back at her. 


It’s just a haircut, Sophie told herself as she climbed through a cornflower thicket. No one will 
even notice. She slid between two periwinkle trees into the West Clearing, approaching her 
group from behind. 

Just find Agatha and— 


The group turned all at once. No one laughed. Not Dot. Not Tedros. Not even Beatrix. They 
gaped with such horror Sophie couldn’t breathe. 

“Excuse me— something in my eye—” She ducked behind a blue rosebush and gulped for air. 
She couldn’t bear any more humiliation. 

“Least you look like a Never now,” Tedros said, bobbing behind the bush. “So no one makes 
my mistake.” 

Sophie turned beet red. 

“Well, this is what happens when you’re friends with a witch,” the prince frowned. 

Now, Sophie was a pomegranate. 

“Look, it’s not that bad. Not as bad your friend, at least.” 

“Excuse me,” said Sophie, eggplant purple. “Something in my other eye—” 

She darted out and grabbed Dot like a life raft—“Where”s Agatha!” 

But Dot was still staring at her hair. Sophie cleared her throat. 

“Oh, um, they haven’t let her out of her room,” Dot said. “Too bad she’ll miss the 
Flowerground. If Yuba can call the conductor, that is.” She nodded at the gnome, grumpily 
jabbing at a blue pumpkin patch. Dot’s eyes drifted back to Sophie’s hair. 

“Tes... nice.” 

“Please don’t,” Sophie said softly. 

Dot’s eyes misted. “You were so pretty.” 

“It 11 grow back,” Sophie said, trying not to cry. 

“Don’t worry,” Dot sniffled. “One day, someone Evil enough will kill that monster.” 

Sophie stiffened. 

“All aboard!” Yuba called. 

She turned to see Tedros open the top of an ordinary blue pumpkin like a teapot and vanish 
inside. 

Sophie squinted. “What in the—” 

Something poked her hip and she looked down. Yuba thrust a Flowerground pass at her and 
opened the pumpkin lid, revealing a thin caterpillar in a violet velvet tuxedo and matching top 
hat, floating in a swirl of pastel colors. 

“No spitting, sneezing, singing, sniffling, swinging, swearing, slapping, sleeping, or urinating 
in the Flowerground,” he said in the crabbiest voice imaginable. “Violations will result in 
removal of your clothes. All aboard!” 

Sophie whipped to Yuba. “Wait! I need to find my frien—” 

A vine shot up and yanked her in. 

Too stunned to scream, she plunged through dazzling pinks, blues, yellows, as more tendrils 
lashed and fastened around her like safety belts. Sophie heard a hiss and wheeled to see a giant 
green flytrap swallow her. She found her scream before vines jerked her out of its mouth into a 
tunnel of hot, blinding mist and hooked her onto something that kept her moving while her feet 
and arms dangled freely in the ivy harness. Then the mist cleared and Sophie saw the most 
magical thing she’d ever seen. 

It was an underground transport system, big as a whole village, made entirely of luminescent 
plants. Dangling passengers hung on to vine straps attached to glowing, different-colored tree 
trunks covered in matching flowers. These color-coded trunks wove together in a colossal maze 
of tracks. Some trunks ran parallel, some perpendicular, some forked in different directions, but 
all took riders to their precise destinations in the Endless Woods. Sophie stared in shock at a row 


of unsmiling dwarves, pickaxes in belts, clinging to straps off a fluorescent red trunk labeled 
ROSALINDA LINE. Running in the opposite direction was the glittery green ARBOREA LINE, 
with a family of bears in crisp suits and dresses among the riders hanging off shamrock vines. 
Flabbergasted, Sophie peered down her HIBISCUS LINE to see the rest of her group swinging 
from an electric-blue trunk. But only the Nevers were strapped into harnesses. 

“Flowerground’s only for Evers,” Dot called out. “They have to let us on ’cause we’re with the 
school. But they still don’t trust us.” 

Sophie didn’t care. She would ride the Flowerground for the rest of her life if she could. 
Besides its strong, soothing pace and delicious scents, there was an orchestra of lizards for each 
line: the TANGERINE LINE lizards strummed bouncy banjo guitars, the VIOLET LINE ones 
played sultry sitars, and the lizards on Sophie’s line piped up-tempo jingles on piccolos, 
accompanied by caroling blue frogs. Lest riders grow hungry, each line had its own snacks, with 
bluebirds fluttering along the HIBISCUS LINE, offering blue-corn muffins and blueberry punch. 
For once, Sophie had all she needed. Muscles unclenching, she forgot about boys and beasts as 
vines pulled her up, up, into a churning wind wheel of blue light. Her body felt wind, then air, 
then earth, and arms unfurling into the sky, Sophie bloomed out of the ground like a heavenly 
hyacinth— 

And found herself in a graveyard. 

Headstones the color of the bleak sky swept over barren hills. Shivering classmates spouted 
from a hole in the ground next to her. 

“Wherrre arrre wweee?” she stammered through chattering teeth. 

“Garden—of— Good and Evil,” Dot shivered, nibbling a chocolate lizard. 

“Doesn’ttt look likke a garrrden to meee,” Sophie chattered back. 

Warmth thawed her skin as Yuba sparked a few small fires around the group with his magical 
staff. Sophie and her classmates exhaled. 

“In a few weeks you will each be unlocked to perform spells,” said the gnome to excited titters. 
“But spells are no substitute for survival skills. Meerworms live near graves and can keep you 
alive when food is scarce. Today you’ll be finding and eating them!” 

Sophie clutched her stomach. 

“Off you go! Teams of two!” the gnome said. “Whichever team eats the most meerworms wins 
the challenge!” His eyes flicked to Sophie. “Perhaps our black sheep can find redemption.” 

“Black sheep can’t find anything without her girlfriend,” Tedros murmured. 

Sophie moped miserably as he paired up with Beatrix. 

“Come on,” Dot said, pulling Sophie to the ground. “We can beat them.” 

Suddenly motivated, Sophie started searching the ground with Dot, careful to stay close to the 
fire. “What do meerworms look like?” 

“Like worms,” said Dot. 

Sophie was deliberating a retort when she noticed a figure in the distance, silhouetted atop a 
hill. It was a massive giant, with a long black beard, thick dreadlocks, and midnight-blue skin. 
He wore only a small brown loincloth as he dug a row of graves. 

“Does it all himself, the Crypt Keeper,” Dot said to Sophie. “That’s why there’s such a 
backlog.” 

Sophie followed her eyes to a two-mile line of bodies and coffins behind the Crypt Keeper, 
waiting for burial. Immediately she could see the difference between the Nevers’ dark stone 
coffins and the Evers’ coffins made of glass and gold. But there were also some bodies without 


caskets, just lying untended on the hillslope beneath circling vultures. 

“Why doesn’t he have help?” she said, nauseous. 

“Cause no one can interfere with the Crypt Keeper’s system,” Hort said softly. “Two years my 
dad’s waited.” His voice cracked. “Killed by Peter Pan himself, my dad. Deserves a proper 
grave.” 

Now the whole group was watching the Crypt Keeper dig his graves, before pulling a big book 
from his mass of hair and studying one of its pages. Then the giant picked up a gold coffin with a 
handsome prince inside and heaved it into the empty plot. He moved down the line of waiting 
bodies, picked up a crystal coffin with a beautiful princess, and laid it beside the prince’s coffin 
in the same grave. 

“Anastasia and Jacob. Died of starvation while on honeymoon. Avoidable deaths had they paid 
attention in class,” Yuba snapped. 

Grumbling, the students went back to meerworm hunting, but Sophie kept her eye on the Crypt 
Keeper, who studied his book again before picking up a coffinless ogre and plunking him in the 
next plot. Back to the book, and then he rested a resplendent queen’s silver tomb beside a 
matching king’s. 

Sophie’s eyes drifted around the graveyard and saw the same pattern on every hill and valley. 
Evers buried together with twin headstones—boy and girl, man and wife, prince and princess, 
together in life and in death. Nevers buried all alone. 

Ever After. Paradise together. 

Nevermore. Paradise alone. 

Sophie froze. She knew the answer to the School Master’s riddle. 

“Perhaps we should search Necro Ridge,” Yuba sighed. “Come, students—” 

“Cover for me,” Sophie whispered to Dot. 

Dot swiveled. “Where are you—wait! We’re a—” 

But Sophie was scampering through distant gravestones towards the Flowerground entrance. 

“Team,” Dot sulked. 

A short while later, in the Blue Forest, five stymphs looked up from their billy goat to see 
Sophie brandishing an egg. 

“Let’s try this again, shall we?” 


It was there all along, Agatha thought as she gazed at the walls. The weapon that made Good 
invincible against Evil. The thing a villain could never have but a princess couldn’t do without. 
The task that would send her and Sophie home. 

If Sophie is alive. 

Agatha felt another wave of powerless dread. She couldn’t just sit here while Sophie was being 
tortured— 

Screams pealed outside. She spun to see Sophie hurled through her window by a bucking 
stymph. 

“Love,” Sophie panted. 

“You're alive! Your hair,” Agatha gasped— 

“Love is what a villain can never have but a heroine can’t live without.” 

“But what did they—are you—” 

“Am I right or not?” 

Agatha saw Sophie had no intention of talking about the Doom Room. 


“Almost.” She pointed to the paintings on the wall with visions of heroes and heroines, lips 
pressed in climactic embrace. 

“True love’s kiss,” Sophie breathed. 

“If your true love kisses you, then you can’t be a villain,” Agatha said. 

“And if you can’t find love, then you can’t be a princess,” said Sophie. 

“And we go home.” Agatha swallowed. “My half is taken care of. Yours isn’t so simple.” 

“Oh, please. I can make any one of those disgusting Neverboys fall in love with me. Just give 
me five minutes, an empty broom closet, and—” 

“There’s only one, Sophie,” Agatha said, voice fraying. “For every Ever, there’s only one true 
love.” 

Sophie met her eyes. She collapsed onto the bed. 

“Tedros.” 

Agatha nodded sickly. The road home led through the one person who could ruin everything. 

“Tedros has to . . . kiss me?” Sophie said, staring into space. 

“And he can’t be tricked, forced, or duped into it. He has to mean it.” 

“But how? He thinks I’m a villain! He hates me! Aggie, he’s a king’s son. He’s beautiful, he’s 
perfect and look at me—” She grabbed her shorn hair and flaccid robes. “I’m—I’m—” 

“Still a princess.” 

Sophie looked at her. “And the only way we’ll get home,” said Agatha, forcing a smile. “So we 
have to make this kiss happen.” 

“We?” said Sophie. 

“We,” rasped Agatha. 

Sophie hugged her tight. 

“We’re going home, Aggie.” 

But in her arms, Agatha sensed something else. Something that told her the Doom Room had 
taken more from her friend than just her hair. Agatha squelched her doubts and clasped Sophie 
tighter. 

“One kiss and it will all be over,” she whispered. 

As they embraced in one tower, in another the School Master watched the Storian finish a 
magnificent painting of the two girls in each other’s arms. The pen added a last flourish of words 
beneath it, closing the chapter. 

“But no kiss comes without its price.” 


15 
Choose Your Coffin 


Whenever Tedros was stressed, he worked out. So to see him sweating at 6:00 a.m. in the 
Groom Room, throwing hammers, pumping dumbbells, and swimming laps, meant he had a lot 
on his mind. It was understandable. The Snow Ball invitations had been slipped under doors 
during the night. 

As he scaled climbing ropes made of braided blond hair, he cursed the fact he would spend 
Christmas at a Ball. Why did everything with Evers revolve around oppressive formal dances? 
The problem with Balls was that boys had to do all the work. Girls could flirt and scheme and 
wish all they wanted, but in the end, it’s the boy who had to make his choice and hope she said 
yes. Tedros wasn’t worried about the girl saying yes. He was worried there was no girl he 
wanted to ask at all. 





He couldn't remember the last time he actually liked a girl. And yet, he always had one 
following him, claiming to be his girlfriend. It happened every time. He vowed to forget girls, 
then noticed one getting attention, set out to prove he could get her, got her, and discovered she 
was a fatuous prince hunter who had had her eye on him all along. The Beatrix Curse. No. There 
was a better name for it. 

The Guinevere Curse. 

Tedros was only nine when his mother, Guinevere, made off with the knight Lancelot, leaving 
him and his father alone. He heard the whispers that followed. “She found love.” But what about 
all those times she said “I love you” to his father? All the times she said it to him? Which love 
was real? 

Night after night, Tedros watched his father slip further into heartbreak and drunkenness. 


Death came within the year. With his last breaths, King Arthur gripped his son’s hands. 

“The people will need a queen, Tedros. Don’t make my mistakes. Look for the girl who is truly 
Good.” 

Tedros climbed higher and higher on the golden braids, veins straining against muscle. 

Don’t make my mistakes. 

His hand slipped and he fell off the rope, crashing to a soft mat. Cheeks red, he glowered at the 
taunting waterfalls of hair. 

All the girls here were mistakes. Guineveres who confused love with kisses. 


Daylight flecked across Agatha’s pillow. She stirred and saw Sophie hunched on Reena’s old 
bed. 

“Why are you still here! If the wolves catch you, it’s the Doom Room again! Besides, you 
should be home writing that anonymous love poem to Tedr—” 

“You didn’t tell me there’s a Ball.” 

Sophie held up a glittering snowflake invitation, Agatha’s name in pearls. 

“Oh, who cares about a stupid Ball?” Agatha groaned. “We’ll be long gone. Now make sure 
that poem talks about who he is as a person. His honor, his valor, his cour—” 

Sophie was smelling the invitation now. 

“Sophie, listen to me! The closer we get to the Ball, the more Tedros looks for a date! The 
more he looks for a date, the more he falls in love with someone else! The more he falls in love 
with someone else, the more he leaves us here to die! Got it?” 

“But I want to be his date.” 

“YOU’RE NOT INVITED!” 

Sophie pursed her lips. 

“Sophie, Tedros has to kiss you now! Otherwise we”ll never get home!” 

“Honestly, do they even check invitations at a Ball?” 

Agatha snatched the invitation. “Stupid me. I thought you wanted to stay alive!” 

“But I can’t miss the Ball!” 

Agatha shoved her towards the door. “Use the Tunnel of Trees—” 

“Marble hall, glittering gowns, waltzing under stars .. .” 

“If a wolf catches you, just say you’re lost—” 

“A Ball, Aggie! A real Ball!” 

Agatha kicked her out. Sophie scowled back. 

“My roommates will help me. They’re true friends.” 

She slammed the door on Agatha’s shocked expression. 

Ten minutes later, Hester stamped her foot, nearly killing Anadil’s rat. 

“HELP! YOU WANT ME TO HELP A NEVER KISS AN EVER! lD RATHER STICK MY 
HEAD UP A HORSE’S—” 

“Sophie, no villain ever finds love,” Anadil said, hoping reason might save her rats. “To even 
look for it is to betray your own soul—” 

“You want me to go home?” Sophie snapped, picking away tunnel leaves. “Then put a hex on 
Tedros so he asks me to the Ball.” 

“THE BALL!” Hester screeched. “HOW DO YOU EVEN KNOW ABOUT THE BALL?” 

“A villain at a Ball?” said Dot. 

“A villain waltzing!” said Anadil. 


“A villain curtsying!” said Hester, and all three collapsed into howls. 

“Pm going to that Ball,” Sophie fumed. 

“Presenting the Witch of Woods Beyond!” Hester cackled through tears. 

By lunch, she wasn’t laughing. 

First, Sophie was twenty minutes late to class after trying to find a solution to her jagged hair. 
She disguised it with berets, bows, combs before settling on a daisy wreath. 

“Not hideous,” she sighed before she walked into Uglification and saw students’ hair turned 
gray from bat wing potions. A “1” suddenly exploded over her head. 

“Hideous!” Professor Manley beamed, ogling her hair. “Your greatest beauty. Gone.” 

Sophie sobbed as she left class, but then heard Hester scream. In the hall, Albemarle, a 
studious, spectacled woodpecker, was chipping Sophie’s name just below hers on the Evil 
rankings board. 

“One little love spell, Hester,” Sophie reminded sweetly. “And then I’m gone forever.” 

Hester stomped away, reminding herself that Nevers kissing Evers couldn’t be encouraged no 
matter how extreme the circumstances. 

At the start of Curses, Lady Lesso swept into the ice chamber, jaw tighter than usual. 

“Impossible to find good torturers these days,” she muttered. 

“What is she talking about?” Sophie whispered to Dot. 

“Beast went missing!” Dot whispered back. 

Behind her, Sophie looked nauseous. 

Testing the class on Nemesis Dreams, Lady Lesso seethed and sniped at every wrong answer. 

“But I thought a Nemesis Dream meant you’ll be a Lead Villain,” Hester said— 

“No, you imbecile! Only if you have symptoms! A Nemesis Dream is nothing without 
symptoms!” Lady Lesso retorted. “Dot, what do you taste in your mouth during your first 
Nemesis Dream?” 

“What you ate before bed?” 

“Blood, you idiot!” Lady Lesso dragged nails across the ice wall. “Oh, what I’d give to see a 
real villain in this school. A real villain who could make Good weep instead of these dung fleas.” 

When it came to her turn, Sophie expected the worst abuse, only to have Lady Lesso give her a 
wart for a surely incorrect answer and caress her shorn hair as she passed. 

“Why is she being nice to you?” Hester hissed behind her. 

Sophie had the same question, but turned around with a smile. “Because I’m future Class 
Captain. As long as I stay here, that is.” 

Hester looked like she might break Sophie’s neck. “Love spells are junk villainy. They don’t 
work.” 

“Pm sure you’ll find one that does,” Sophie said. 

“Pm warning you, Sophie. This will end badly.” 

“Hmm ... What about petunias in every room?” Sophie mused. “I think it’ll be my first 
proposal as Class Captain.” 

That night Hester wrote to her relatives for love spells. 


“It’s contagious,” Agatha moaned as Evergirls bounded around the Clearing showing each other 
their invitations, each snowflake a different shape. Nearby Tedros shot marbles and ignored them 
entirely. “Every challenge had to do with Ball beauty, Ball etiquette, Ball entrances, Ball history 


Sophie wasn’t listening. Pail of pig’s feet in hand, she gazed longingly at the Evergirls. 

“No,” Agatha said. 

“But what if he asks me?” 

“Sophie, he needs to kiss you now! Not take you to some stupid Ball!” 

“Oh, Agatha, don’t you know your fairy tales? If he takes me to the Ball, then he’ll kiss me! 
Like Cinderella at midnight! Kisses always happen at the Ball! And by then my hair will have 
grown and I’ll have fixed my shoes and—oh no, the gown! Can you steal some charmeuse from 
one of the girls? Some crepe de chine too. And tulle! Mountains of tulle! Preferably in pink, but I 
can always dye it, though tulle never looks quite right dyed. Perhaps we should go with chiffon, 
then. Much more manageable.” 

Agatha blinked, speechless. 

“You're right, I should ask him first,” Sophie said, leaping up. “No frowns, darling. It’ll be 
easy as pie. You’ ll see! Princess Sophie at a Ball!” 

“What are you—YOU’LL RUIN EVERYTHI—” 

But Sophie had already flounced to the Evers’ side, plopped next to Tedros, and held out her 
pail. 

“Hello, handsome. Want some of my... feet?” 

Tedros misfired his marble into Chaddick’s eye. The entire Clearing went silent. 

He turned to her. “Your girlfriend’s calling.” 

Sophie followed his eyes to Agatha, waving her off. 

“She’s just upset,” Sophie sighed. “You were right, Tedros. She and I are too close. That's why 
I left in the middle of class yesterday. To tell her it’s time I make Good friends now.” 

“Dot said you left because you were sick.” 

Sophie coughed. “Oh, well, I had a bit of a cold—” 

“She said it was diarrhea.” 

“Diarr—” Sophie swallowed. “You know Dot. Always making things up.” 

“She doesn’t seem like a liar to me.” 

“Oh, she’s always lying. Just to get attention. Since she’s, you know...” 

Tedros raised his eyebrows. “Since she’s. . .” 

“Fat.” 

“T see.” Tedros lined up his marble. “Funny, isn’t it? She crawled into empty graves to eat 
enough worms for the two of you, just so you wouldn’t fail. Said you’re her best friend.” 

“Did she?” Sophie saw Dot waving at her. “How depressing.” She turned to Tedros, who was 
preparing to shoot. “Do you remember when we first met, Tedros? It was in the Blue Forest. 
Nothing that happened after matters, not you punching me or calling me a Never or you landing 
in poo. What matters is what you felt at first sight. You wanted to rescue me, Tedros. And here I 
am.” 

She folded her hands. “Whenever you’re ready, then.” 

Tedros looked up at her. “What?” 

“To ask me to the Ball,” Sophie said, smiling. 

The prince’s face didn’t change. 

“T know it’s a bit early, but a girl does have to plan,” Sophie pressed. 

Beatrix shoved in. “No room for Nevers.” 

“What? There’s plenty of room,” Sophie huffed— 

But Reena jostled her, then six other girls, and Sophie was pushed out of the circle entirely. 


She whirled to Tedros to defend her. 
“Can you go away?” he said, eyes on his marble. “You’re blocking my view.” 
Agatha smirked as Sophie stomped towards her. 
“Easy as pie, hmm?” 
Sophie blew past her— 
“Humble pie!” Agatha shouted. 


“Tt’s the hair!” Sophie sobbed. 

“Tt’s not the hair!” Agatha said as they trudged through the Blue Forest gates. “You need to 
make him like you first! Otherwise we’ll never get home!” 

“It's supposed to be love at first sight. That’s how fairy tales work!” 

“Time for Plan B.” 

“Then again, he didn’t say no,” Sophie said hopefully. “Perhaps it didn’t go so badly.” 

Dot rushed up. “Everyone’s saying you called Tedros a liar, threw poo in his face, and licked 
his feet!” 

Sophie turned to Agatha. “What’s Plan B?” 

They arrived with the rest of their Forest Group to find eight glass coffins nestled in turquoise 
grass. 

“Each week, we’ll repeat the challenge to discern Good from Evil, since it is the most crucial 
skill you will take into the Woods,” Yuba announced. “Today we”ll test the Evers. Given the 
fascination with yesterday’s burials, I thought we’d give you a taste of your own.” 

With that, he made Evergirls and Nevergirls climb into the open coffins and with a swish of his 
staff, turned all eight into identical dark-haired princesses with big hips, round backsides, and 
trouty lips. 

“I'm obese,” Sophie gasped. 

“Look, this is your chance,” Agatha said, remembering Princess Uma’s words. “If Tedros is 
your greatest wish, he’ll be pulled towards you! He’ll know you’re his true love!” 

“But Beatrix will wish for him too!” 

“You have to wish harder! Focus on what you love about him! Focus on what makes him 
yours!” 

Yuba slammed the glass lids on both girls and jumbled the eight coffins. “Now study the 
maidens carefully and search for signs of Good,” he said to the boys. “Once you’re sure you’ve 
found an Ever, kiss her hand and her true nature will be revealed!” 

The Everboys warily ventured towards the coffins— 

“We want to play too.” 

Yuba turned to Hort and the Neverboys, chomping at the bit. 

“Mmm, I suppose it’ll give our girls incentive to behave,” said the gnome. 

Inside the coffins, eight plump princesses stiffened as both Good and Evil boys wandered 
around them. Hort snuck to a blue mint bush, stepped over a snacking skunk, and tore off a few 
leaves. He saw Ravan staring. 

“What? I like being fresh,” said Hort, munching mint. 

“Hurry up and make your choices!” Yuba barked. 

In her coffin, Agatha wished Tedros would look deep into Sophie’s heart and see who she truly 
was.... 

In her coffin, Sophie closed her eyes and thought of everything she loved about her prince. .. . 


Tedros, meanwhile, didn’t want any of these girls. But just as he was about to bag the 
challenge, he felt his eyes drawn to the third coffin. Something pulled him towards its maiden, 
even though she looked just like all the rest. A warmth, a glow, a spark of energy pulsing 
between them. Yes, something was there. Something he hadn’t noticed before. One of these girls 
was more than what she seemed. ... 

“Time”s up!” Yuba said. 

Agatha heard a bloodcurdling shriek and spun to Sophie, back in her body, lips scrunched 
against Hort’s. 

Hort released her. “Oh, the hand. Oops.” He popped another mint leaf. “Should we start 
again?” 

“You APE!” Sophie kicked him and he crashed into the mint bush, onto the snacking skunk, 
which raised its tail and sprayed him in the eyes. Hort staggered around, ramming into coffins 
—“T'm blind! I’m blind!”— until he smashed into Sophie’s again, which slammed shut, sealing 
his skunked body in with hers. Aghast, Sophie rammed the glass, but it wouldn’t budge. 

“Rule #5. Nevers don’t trifle with love,” Yuba crabbed. “Fitting punishment. Now come, boys, 
let’s see who you’ve picked.” 

Agatha heard her own coffin open. She turned and saw Tedros lift her thick hand towards his 
tender lips. Stunned, Agatha kneed him in the chest. Tedros fell back, bashed his head on the 
coffin top, and slumped to the ground. Everboys crowded around him, and princess clones 
jumped from their coffins to help, while Yuba conjured a block of ice for the prince’s skull. In 
the chaos, Agatha slipped out of her coffin and into the one next to it. 

Tedros staggered up, with no intention of letting his princess go. 

Yuba grimaced. “Perhaps you should sit do—” 

“T want to finish.” 

With a sigh, Yuba nodded at the clones, who climbed back into the coffins and closed their 
eyes. 

Tedros remembered it was the third coffin. He lifted the jeweled glass over its maiden and 
kissed her hand with confidence. The princess melted into Beatrix, smiling imperiously—Tedros 
dropped her hand like a hot stone. In the next coffin, Agatha sighed with relief. 

The wolves howled in the distance. As the class followed Yuba back to school, Agatha stayed 
behind with Sophie. 

“Come, Agatha,” Yuba called. “This is Sophie’s lesson to learn.” 

Agatha glanced back to see Sophie sealed in with Hort, holding her nose as she screamed and 
kicked the glass. Maybe the gnome was right. Tomorrow her friend would be ready to listen. 

“She’ll survive,” she muttered, following the others. “It’s only Hort.” 

But Hort wasn’t the problem. 

The problem was that Sophie had seen Agatha switch coffins. 


16 
Cupid Goes Rogue 


Shielding herself from a morning storm, Agatha accosted Hester in the Nevers’ lunch line. 
“Where’s Sophie?” 
“Won’t come out of the room. Missed all our classes,” Hester said as a wolf dumped mystery 
meat into her pail. “Apparently sharing a coffin with Hort robs you of your will to live.” 





When Agatha made it to puddled Halfway 

Bridge, her reflection was waiting for her, more glum and gaunt than the last time. 

“T need to see Sophie,” Agatha said, avoiding eye contact with herself. 

“That’s the second time he’s looked at you that way.” 

“Huh? Second time who looked at me?” 

“Tedros.” 

“Well, Sophie won’t listen to me.” 

“Well, maybe Sophie isn’t Tedros’ true love, then.” 

“She has to be,” Agatha said, suddenly worried. “It can’t be someone else. That’s how we’re 
getting back home! Who else could it be? Beatrix? Reena? Milli—” 

“You.” 

Agatha looked up. Her reflection smiled hideously. 

Agatha’s eyes veered back to her wet clumps. “That is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard. First 
off, love is something storybooks invented to keep girls busy. Second, I hate Tedros. Third, he 
thinks I’m an evil witch, which given my recent behavior, might be true. Now let me through.” 


Her reflection stopped smiling. “You think we’re a witch?” 

Agatha glowered at herself. “We’re making our friend win her true love just so we can take her 
away from him.” 

Her reflection instantly turned uglier. “Definitely Evil,” it said, and vanished. 

The door to Room 66 was unlocked. Agatha found Sophie curled under her scorched, tattered 
covers. 

“I saw it!” Sophie hissed. “I saw him pick you! Here I’m worried about Beatrix, when you're 
the double-crossing, backstabbing fink!” 

“Look, I don’t know why Tedros keeps choosing me,” Agatha said, squeezing rain from her 
hair. 

Sophie’s eyes drilled into her. 

“I want him to choose you, you fool!” Agatha yelled. “I want us to go home!” 

Sophie searched her face for a long moment. With a sigh, she turned to the window. 

“You don’t know what it was like. I still smell him everywhere. He’s in my nose, Agatha. 
They’ve given him his own room until the stench goes away. But who’s to say where skunk ends 
and Hort begins?” 

Shuddering, Sophie turned back. “I did everything you said, Aggie. I focused on all the things I 
love about Tedros—his skin, his eyes, his cheekbones—” 

“Sophie, that’s his looks! Tedros won’t feel a connection if you just like him because he’s 
handsome. How is that different from every other girl?” 

Sophie frowned. “I didn’t want to think about his crown or his fortune. That’s shallow.” 

“Think about who he is! His personality! His values! What he’s like deep down!” 

“Excuse me, I know how to make a boy love me,” Sophie huffed, shooing her out. “Just stop 
ruining things and let me do things my way.” 


Apparently Sophie’s way was to humiliate herself as much as possible. 

During lunch the next day, she sidled up to Tedros in the Evers’ line, only to have his boys 
crowd her, chomping blue mint leaves. Then she tried to get the prince alone in Surviving Fairy 
Tales, but Beatrix stuck to him like glue, taking every opportunity to remind him he picked her 
coffin. 

“Tedros, can I talk to you?” Sophie blurted finally. 

“Why would he talk to you?” Beatrix said. 

“Because we’re friends, you buzzing gnat!” 

“Friends!” Tedros flared. “I’ve seen how you treat your friends. Use them. Betray them. Call 
them fat. Call them liars. Appreciate the offer. I’ll pass.” 

“Attacking. Betraying. Lying. Sounds like one of our Nevers is using her rules!” Yuba 
beamed. 

Sophie was so despondent she even ate a piece of Dot’s chocolate. 

“We’ll find you a love spell somehow,” said Dot. 

“Thanks, Dot,” Sophie sobbed, mouth full. “This is amazing.” 

“Rat droppings. Makes the best fudge.” 

Sophie gagged. 

“Who’d you call fat, by the way?” Dot asked. 

Things got worse. For a weeklong challenge in Henchmen Training and Animal 
Communication, students of both schools had to tote assigned creature sidekicks everywhere 


they went. At first, both schools exploded into chaos, with trolls tossing Nevers out windows, 
stampeding satyrs stealing lunch baskets, baby dragons setting desks on fire, and animals 
christening the Good halls with mountains of dung. 

“Tt’s a tradition. An attempt at school unity,” Professor Dovey said to her Evers, clothespin on 
her nose. “However misguided and poorly organized.” 

Castor scowled at Nevers flitting about the Belfry, under siege by their henchmen. “ONCE 
YOU GET YOUR HEADS OUT OF YOUR BEHINDS, YOU’LL REALIZE WHO’S 
MASTER!” 

And indeed, after three days, Hester had her baby ogre potty trained and spitballing Evers at 
lunch, Tedros had his wolfhound swaggering behind him, Anadil’s python befriended her rats, 
and Beatrix’s fluffy white bunny inspired such love she named it Teddy. (Tedros kicked it every 
time he saw it.) Even Agatha managed to teach her plucky ostrich how to steal candy without 
teachers noticing. 

Sophie, however, found herself with a chubby cupid named Grimm, with bushy black hair, pug 
nose, pink wings, and eyes that changed colors depending on his moods. She knew his name was 
Grimm because he wrote it all over Room 66 in her favorite lipstick the first day. On Day 2, he 
saw Agatha for the first time at lunch and his eyes went from green to red. Then on Day 3, while 
Yuba taught “Uses of Wells,” he started shooting arrows at Agatha, who leapt behind the Forest 
well just in time. 

“CALL THAT THING OFF!” Tedros yelled as he deflected Grimm’s arrows into the well with 
his training sword. 

“Grimm! She’s my friend!” Sophie shouted. 

Grimm guiltily put his arrows away. 

On Day 4, he spent all of Sophie’s classes grinding his teeth in the corner and clawing at the 
walls. 

Lady Lesso gave him a curious stare. “You know, by looking at him you’d think . . .” She 
gazed at Sophie, then brushed the thought away. “Never mind. Just give him a little milk and 
he’ll be more amenable.” 

The milk worked on Day 5. On Day 6, Grimm started shooting at Agatha again. Sophie tried 
everything she could to pacify him: she sang lullabies, gave him Dot’s best fudge, even let him 
have her bed while she took the floor, but this time nothing would stop him. 

“What do I do?” Sophie cried to Lady Lesso after class. 

“Some henchmen go rogue,” Lady Lesso sighed. “It’s a hazard of villainy. But usually it’s 
because... .” 

“Because what?” 

“Oh, I’m sure he’ll calm down. They always do.” 

But by Day 7, Grimm started flying after Agatha during lunch, evading the grasps of students 
and wolves, until Hester’s demon finally subdued him. Agatha glared at Sophie from behind a 
tree. 

“Maybe you remind him of someone?” Sophie whimpered. 

But even Hester’s demon couldn’t control Grimm for long, and the next day his arrows came 
tipped with fire. After one of these singed her ear, Agatha finally had enough. Remembering 
Yuba’s last lesson, she lured the rogue cupid into the Blue Forest during lunch and hid in the 
deep stone well. When Grimm giddily dove down the dark shaft to find her, she clubbed him 
with her clump and knocked him out cold. 


“T thought he’d kill you,” Sophie wept after they sealed the well with a boulder. 

“I can take care of myself,” Agatha said. “Look, the Ball is less than two months away and 
things with Tedros are getting worse. We have to try a new—” 

“He’s my prince,” Sophie stiffened. “And Pll handle him myself.” 

Agatha didn’t bother arguing. When Sophie was ready, she’d listen. 


While both schools went off with Castor and Uma to free their henchmen back to the Blue 
Forest, Sophie stole away to the Library of Vice. 

It took all of her will not to run out the moment she came in. Perched atop Vice’s top floor, the 
Library of Vice was like a normal library, only after a flood, fire, and tornado had swept through. 
Its rusty iron bookshelves were skewed at odd angles, with thousands of fallen books all over the 
floor. The walls were furry green with mold, the brown carpet was moist and sticky, and the 
room smelled like a mix of smoke and sour milk. 

Behind a desk in the corner was a gelatinous toad, puffing a cigar and stamping books one after 
one before tossing them on the floor. 

“Subject of interest,” he burped. 

“Love spells,” Sophie said, trying not to breathe. 

The toad nodded to a dank shelf in the corner. There were only three books left on it: 


Thorns, Not Roses: Why Love Is a Curse by Baron Dracul 
A Never’s Guide to Ending True Love by Dr. Walter Bartoli 
Foolproof Love Spells & Potions by Glinda Gooch 


Sophie threw open the third, ran down its list of spells until she found “Spell 53: The True 
Love Heart Hex.” 

She ripped out the page and fled before she fainted from the stench. 

Dot, Hester, and Anadil hunched over it during lunch. “‘Once a boy is under this spell, he will 
instantly fall in love with you and do whatever you ask,”” Anadil read. “Works particularly well 
with eliciting proposals of marriage and invitations to Balls.’” 

“All you have to do is mix the prescribed potion into a bullet and shoot it at your true love’s 
heart!” Sophie read excitedly. 

“Tt won’t work,” Hester crabbed. 

“You’re just mad because I found it.” 

Hester snatched a heap of letters from her bag. “‘Dear Hester, I don’t know of any love spells 
that work’—‘Dear Hester, love spells are notoriously dodgy’—‘Dear Hester, love spells are 
dangerous. Use a bad spell and you can warp someone permanently’ —” 

“It’s ‘foolproof’!” Dot said. 


“Says who? Glinda GOOCH?” 
“T say it’s worth a try if it means we don’t have to talk about Balls and kisses anymore,” Anadil 
said, red eyes studying the recipe. “Bat heart, lodestones, cat bone . . . These are all standard 
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ingredients. Oh. We need a drop of Tedros’ ‘scent. 
“How are we going to get that?” Dot said. “If a Never even gets near an Ever, the wolves are 
on us. We need an Ever to do it.” 
Agatha plopped down in a heap of pink. “What’d I miss?” 
Sophie only got five words out. 


“No! No spells. No hexes. No tricks!” Agatha scolded. “It has to be true love!” 

“But look!” Sophie held up the page and its painting of a prince and princess kissing at a Ball. 
The caption: “ONLY AUTHENTIC SUBSTITUTE FOR TRUE LOVE!” 

Agatha crumpled the page and dumped it in Sophie’s pail. “I don’t want to hear about it 
again.” 

Sophie spent the rest of lunch picking at her loaf of cheese. 

Two days later, Hester felt a jab in the middle of the night. She stirred to see Sophie standing 
over her bed, sniffing a blue tie with a gold T. 

“Smells like heaven. I’m sure there’s enough here.” 

For a moment, Hester looked confused. Then her cheeks swelled, ready to detonate— 

“What about a Villain’s Choir?” Sophie said. “I think that’ll be my second proposal as 
Captain.” 

Hester stayed up all night mixing the ingredients. Using her mother’s old crockery, she blended 
them into a frothy pink potion, distilled the love potion into shimmering gas, and poured the gas 
into a heart-shaped bullet over the fireplace. 

“Just hope he doesn’t die,” Hester growled, handing it over. 

Sophie practiced her aim for two days before she knew she was ready. She waited until 
Surviving Fairy Tales, when Yuba and the group were climbing trees to study “Forest Flora.” 
When Tedros reached for a blue hornbeam branch, she saw her chance and drew the bullet into 
her slingshot— 

“You’re mine,” Sophie whispered. 

The pink heart shot off the sling and flew straight for the silver swan on Tedros’ heart, only to 
turn crimson, ricochet off him like rubber, and smash back into her with a violent, alien scream. 
The whole group spun in shock. 

Sophie’s black robes were splashed with a giant, bloody letter F. 

“For Failing to abide by the rules.” Yuba glowered from a tree. “No spells until after the 
Unlocking.” 

Beatrix picked the broken heart bullet off the ground. “A love spell? You tried a love spell on 
Tedros?” 

The class burst into howls. Sophie turned to Tedros, who couldn’t have looked more enraged. 
Next to him, Agatha had the same expression. Sophie covered her face and fled, sobs echoing 
through the forest. 

“Every year, a rascal tries something. But even the sorriest rascal knows there’s no shortcuts to 
love,” Yuba said. “We’ll start with proper spells next week, I assure you. But for now, on to 
ferns! How can we tell if a fern is actually a Never in disguise—” 

Agatha didn’t follow the group to the Fernfield. Slouched against an oak, she gazed at the 
heart-shaped pieces in the grass, just as shattered as her dreams of home. 


Hester came back from supper to find Sophie sprawled on her bed, a puddle of tears. 

Sophie looked up, the red F on her robes even brighter now. “It won’t come off. I tried 
everything.” 

Hester dumped her schoolbag on the floor. “We’re practicing our talents in the common room. 
Feel free to join.” She opened the door and paused. 

“I warned you.” 

Sophie jumped at the slam. 


All night she couldn’t sleep, dreading the thought of wearing the F to lunch the next day. 
Finally she managed to doze off and woke to find the sun up and all her roommates gone to 
breakfast. 

Agatha was sitting on the edge of her bed, picking dead leaves out of her pink dress. 

“A wolf saw me this time. But I lost him in the tunnel.” She glanced up at a gilded mirror on a 
wall. “Looks nice in here.” 

“Thank you for bringing it,” Sophie rasped. 

“My room’s happier without it.” 

Tense silence. 

“Pm sorry, Agatha.” 

“Sophie, I’m on your side. We have to work together if we want to get out of here alive.” 

“The spell was our only hope,” Sophie said softly. 

“Sophie, we can’t give up! We have to get home!” 

Sophie stared into the mirror, eyes welling. “What happened to me, Agatha?” 

“You want the Ball without winning your prince. You want your kiss without doing the work. 
Look, I had to clean plates after supper all week, so I read while doing it.” Agatha pulled a book 
from her dress—Winning Your Prince by Emma Anemone—and started flipping to dog-eared 
pages. 

“According to this, winning true love is the ultimate challenge. In every fairy tale, it might 
seem like love at first sight, but there’s always skill behind it.” 

“But I already—” 

“Shut up and listen. It comes down to three things. Three things a girl has to do to win her 
fairy-tale prince. First, you need to ‘flaunt your strengths.’ Second, you need to ‘speak through 
actions, not words.’ And third, you need to ‘parade competing suitors.’ If you just do these three 
things and do them well, we stand a—” 

Sophie raised her hand. 

“What.” 

“T can’t flaunt anything in this potato sack, can’t act with that she-devil in my face, and have 
no competing suitors except a boy who looks and smells like a rat! Look at me, Agatha! I have 
an F on my chest, my hair looks like a boy’s, I have bags under my eyes, my lips are dry, and 
yesterday I found a blackhead on my nose!” 

“And how are you going to change that?” Agatha snapped. 

Sophie bowed her head. The ugly letter cast shadows on her hands. “Tell me what to do, 
Aggie. I’m listening.” 

“Show him who you are,” Agatha said, softening. 

She gazed deep into her friend’s eyes. 

“Show him the real Sophie.” 

Sophie saw the faith burning bright in Agatha’s smile. Then, turning to the mirror, she 
managed a sly smile of her own... a smile that matched one of a grim little cupid, trapped deep 
in darkness, waiting patiently to be let out. 


17 
The Empress’s New Clothes 


News of Sophie’s failed love spell swept across both schools, and by midmorning everyone 
waited with bated breath to get a glimpse of her scarlet F. But when Sophie skipped all her 
morning classes, it was clear she was too ashamed to show her face. 

“You should have heard the things Tedros called her,” Beatrix said to Evergirls at lunch. 





Sitting in a heap of autumn leaves, Agatha tuned her out and looked over at Tedros and the 
Everboys playing rugby, silver swans glimmering on blue knit sweaters. Across the Clearing, 
Nevers shunned group activities and sat mostly by themselves. Hester glanced up from Spells for 
Suffering and read Agatha’s eyes with a shrug, as if Sophie’s whereabouts were the least of her 
concerns. 

“Now, Teddykins, it’s not her fault,” Beatrix blathered loudly. “The poor girl thinks she’s one 
of us. We should feel sorry for someone so pathe—” 

Her eyes bulged. Agatha saw why. 

Sophie sashayed into the Clearing, dumpy black sack refashioned into a strapless bodice dress, 
F shimmering over her chest with devil-red sequins. She’d cut her blond hair even shorter and 
slicked it down in a shiny bob. Her face was painted geisha white, her eyelids pink, her lips 
vermilion, and her glass shoes had not only been repaired but heeled even taller, which together 
with the extremely short dress, showed off long, creamy legs. From the shadows she swanned 
into sun, and light exploded off her glitter-dusted skin, bathing her in heavenly glow. Sophie 
strutted past Hester, who dropped her book, past Everboys, who dropped their ball, and glided 
right up to Hort. 

“Let’s do lunch,” she said, sweeping him away like a hostage. 

Across the field, Tedros’ sword fell out of its sheath. 


He saw Beatrix glaring and put it back. 


During Surviving Fairy Tales, Sophie ignored Yuba’s lecture on “Leaving Useful Trails” and 
spent the entire class cozying up to Hort and filling her Never pail with roots and herbs from the 
Blue Forest. 

“What are you doing!” hissed Agatha. 

“Can you believe it, Aggie darling? They have beetroot, willow bark, lemonwood and 
everything else I need to make my old potions and creams! Soon I’ll be back to my real self!” 

“This wasn’t the ‘real Sophie’ I had in mind.” 

“Excuse me? I’m just following your rules. Flaunt my assets, which are many, as you can see. 
Speak through actions—have I said a word to Tedros? No. Haven’t. And lest we forget, parade 
competing suitors. Do you know what it takes to survive lunch with Hort? To nuzzle that rodent 
every time I see Tedros looking? Eucalyptus, Agatha. I numb my nose with eucalyptus. But in 
the end, you were right.” 

“Listen, you misun— I was?” 

“You reminded me what’s important.” Sophie nodded to Tedros and Everboys ogling her 
across the thicket. “It doesn’t matter if you’re a Never, Ever, or whatever. In the end, the fairest 
of them all wins.” She glossed her lips and gave them a smack. “You’ll see. He’ll ask me to the 
Ball before the week’s up and you’ll get your precious kiss. So no more negativity, darling, it 
gives me a headache. Now, where’s that worthless Hort? I told him to stay by me at all times!” 
She swept away, leaving Agatha speechless. 

In the School for Evil, Nevers sulked through supper, knowing they had a full night of 
studying ahead. With spell casting set to begin, the teachers’ tests were based less on talent now 
and more in tedious recall. For the next day alone, they had to memorize eighty murder schemes 
for Lady Lesso’s first challenge, Giant commands for Henchmen, and the Flowerground Map for 
Sader’s geography exam. 

“How will he correct them?” Hester groused. “He can’t even see!” 

At curfew, Hester, Dot, and Anadil trudged back from the common room, piled high with 
books, only to find their room turned into a laboratory. Dozens of brilliant-colored potions 
bubbled over open flames, vials of creams, soaps, and dyes littered the shelves, a mess of dried 
leaves, herbs, flowers blanketed the three beds . . . and in the center of it all sat Sophie, buried 
under sequins, ribbons, and fabric, testing new concoctions on patches of skin. 

“My God, she is a witch,” Anadil gasped. 

Sophie held up The Recipe Book for Good Looks. “I stole it from an Ever at lunch.” 

“Shouldn’t you be studying for challenges?” Dot asked. 

“Beauty is a full-time job,” sighed Sophie, lathering herself in a bright green balm. 

“And you wonder why Evers are slow,” Hester said. 

“Sophie is back, darlings. And she’s just getting started,” Sophie mooned. “Love is my 
challenge now.” 

And indeed, though Sophie placed near the bottom in all three challenges the next day, she 
placed first in Attention, arriving to lunch with her black uniform remolded into a dazzling slit- 
back toga dress, sashed with blue orchids. Her heels were a full inch taller, her face shimmering 
bronze, her eye shadow provocative periwinkle, her lips delicious crimson, and the glittering F 
on the front of her dress was now complemented by sequins on the back that read: “. . . is for 
Fabulous.” 


“That can’t be allowed,” Beatrix whined to drooling boys. 

But she was wearing her uniform, Sophie insisted to teachers, while usually fierce wolves 
looked just as awed as the boys. Dot swore one even winked at Sophie when it filled her lunch 
pail. 

“She’s making a mockery of villainy!” Hester fumed, black eyes flaying Sophie across the 
Clearing. “They should lock her in the Doom Room permanently.” 

“Beast’s still missing,” Anadil yawned. “Whatever spooked him must have been pretty bad.” 

The next day, Sophie flunked all her challenges again and yet somehow avoided failing out of 
school. Though she was clearly the worst, each time she saw a “19” pop up instead of a “20.” 
(“I’m just too lovable to fail,” she preened to mystified classmates.) 

During Forest Groups, Sophie ignored Yuba’s lecture on “Scarecrow Survival” and scribbled 
busily in her notebook, while Agatha glowered at her black baby doll dress, pink lollipop, and 
sequins spelling “F... is for Fun.” 

“Name something else that starts with F,” Sophie whispered. 

“Tm trying to listen and so should you, since we’ Il be here forever.” 

“F is for ‘Forever.’ Mmm, a bit heady. How about ‘Flirty’? Or ‘Fetching’?” 

“Or ‘Futile’! He hasn’t even talked to you yet!” 

“F is for “Faith,”” Sophie said. “Which I thought you had in me.” 

Agatha grumbled to herself the rest of class. 

But Sophie almost made her a believer when she arrived the next day in a belly-baring black 
halter, poofed miniskirt, spiky pixie hairdo, and heels dyed hot pink. The Everboys spent lunch 
goggling at her between slobbery bites of beef. And yet, even though Sophie could see Tedros 
sneak peeks at her legs, grit his teeth each time she passed, and sweat when she got too close... 
he still didn’t talk to her. 

“Tt’s not enough,” Agatha said, accosting her after Yuba’s class. “You need better assets.” 

Sophie looked down at herself. “I think my assets are quite sufficient.” 

“Deeper assets, you idiot! Something inside! Like compassion or charity or kindness!” 

Sophie blinked. “Sometimes you make wonderful sense, Aggie. He needs to see how Good I 
truly am.” 

“She sees reason,” Agatha exhaled. “Now hurry. If he asks someone else to the Ball, we’ll 
never get home!” 

Agatha proposed that Sophie sneak Tedros love limericks filled with clever rhymes or leave 
him secret presents that revealed depth and thought, tried-and-true strategies both outlined in 
Winning Your Prince. Sophie listened, nodding to all of this, so when Agatha arrived at lunch the 
next day, she expected to read a first draft of a verse or inspect a handmade gift. Instead, she 
arrived to find a group of 20 Nevergirls crowded in a corner of the Clearing. 

“What’s going on over there?” Agatha asked Hester and Anadil, both studying in tree shade. 

“She said it was your idea,” Hester sneered, eyes on her book. 

“Bad idea,” Anadil said. “So bad we don’t want to talk to you.” 

Confused, Agatha turned to the gathering. A familiar voice rang from its center— 

“Fabulous, darlings! But just a little less cream!” 

Agatha’s chest tightened. She forced her way through the swarm of Nevers until she stumbled 
into the center and almost died from shock. 

Sophie sat on a tree stump, a painted wooden sign hanging from a branch above her: 
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All around her, Nevergirls were squeezing sticky red beetroot cream onto their pimples and 
warts. 

“Now remember, girls. Just because you’re ugly doesn’t mean you can’t be presentable,” 
Sophie preached. 

“I'm bringing my roommates tomorrow,” Arachne whispered to green-skinned Mona. 

Agatha gaped, flabbergasted. Then she saw someone sneaking away. “Dot?” 

Dot turned meekly, smothered in red cream. “Oh! Hello! I was just, you know, I thought I 
should check up on— you know, to see if, in case—” She looked at her feet. “Don’t tell Hester.” 

Agatha had no idea what any of this had to do with winning Tedros’ love. But when she tried 
to corner Sophie after, three Nevergirls shoved in front of her to ask Sophie about picking the 
best beets. Agatha didn’t get a chance in Forest Groups either, because Yuba separated the Evers 
and Nevers. 

“You must get used to seeing each other as the enemy! The first Trial by Tale is in three 
weeks!” the gnome said. “Now for the Trial, you’ll need a few basic spells. There is no one way 
to do magic, of course. Some spells require visualization, some incantations, others hand flicks, 
foot taps, magic wands, numeric codes, or even partners! Yet there is one rule common to all 
spells.” 

From his pocket, he pulled a shiny silver key, the bit shaped like a swan. 

“Evers, right hands, please.” 

Baffled Evers looked at each other, and held out their hands. 

“Mmm. You first.” 

Agatha frowned as he grabbed her hand, then her second finger. “Wait—what are you going to 
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Yuba magically plunged his swan key into Agatha’s fingertip—the skin went see-through and 
the swan sank past tissue, veins, blood, and attached to her bone. The gnome turned the bow and 
her bone painlessly rotated a full circle. Her fingertip glowed bright orange for just a moment, 
then dulled as Yuba withdrew the key. Bewildered, Agatha stared at her finger as Yuba unlocked 
the rest of the Evers, then the Nevers, including Sophie, who barely glanced up from scribbling 
in her notebook. 

“Magic follows feeling. That is our only rule,” said the gnome when he was finished. “When 
your finger glows, it means you have summoned enough emotion, enough purpose to perform a 
spell. You can only do magic when you have deep need and want!” 

Students squinted at their fingers, feeling, coaxing with all their might, and soon fingertips 
started to flicker, each person’s a unique color. 

“But like a magic wand, fingerglow is just a training wheel!” Yuba warned. “In the Woods, 


you will look like a nincompoop if you light up every time you cast a spell. We will relock your 
glow once you show control.” He grimaced at Hort, uselessly thrusting his finger at rocks, trying 
to make something happen. “If ever.” 

The gnome turned back to the group. 

“In the first year, you’ll learn only three types of spells: Water Control, Weather Manipulation, 
and Mogrification, both plant and animal. Today we’ll begin with the last,” he said to excited 
twitters. “A simple visualization spell but highly effective for escaping enemies. Now, since your 
clothes won’t fit after you Mogrify, it’s easier if you’re not wearing any.” 

The students stopped tittering. 

“But I suppose we’ll do,” Yuba said. “Who wants to go first?” 

Everyone raised their hand except two. Agatha, who was praying now more than ever that 
Sophie had a plan to get home. And Sophie, who was too busy writing her next lecture (““Bath” 
Is Not a Four-Letter Word”) to care about any of this. 


By the third day on her stump, Sophie had 30 freshly bathed Nevergirls attend “Just Say No to 
Drab.” 

“Now Professor Manley says a Never must be ugly. That ugly means uniqueness, power, 
freedom! So here’s my question to Professor Manley. How do you expect us to feel unique, 
empowered, or free... in this?” she roared, waving the dumpy black robes like an enemy flag. 
The cheer was so loud that across the Clearing, Beatrix’s pen slipped and ruined her ball gown 
sketch. 

“Tt’s that mentally ill Sophie,” Beatrix snapped. 

“Still looking for a Ball date, is she,” murmured Tedros, aiming his next horseshoe throw. 

“Worse. Now she’s trying to convince the Nevers they’re not losers.” 

Tedros missed his shot in surprise. 

Agatha didn’t even try to see Sophie after lunch, with Nevergirls mobbing her for style advice. 
She didn’t try the next day, either, when an impromptu shoe burning erupted after Sophie’s 
lecture on “Abandon All Ye Clumps!” and wolves ran around whipping students back to the 
tower. And she certainly didn’t try the next, when every Nevergirl showed up for Sophie’s talk 
on “Fitness for the Unfit,” except Hester and Anadil, who cornered Agatha after lunch. 

“This idea keeps getting more rotten,” Anadil said. “So rotten we’re not your friends 
anymore.” 

“Boys, balls, kisses—all your problem now,” Hester snarled, demon twitching on her neck. 
“As long as it doesn’t mess with me winning Captain, I could give a hog’s behind what you two 
do. Got it?” 

The next day, Agatha hid in the Tunnel of Trees, waited for the sound of high heels on dead 
leaves, and tackled Sophie in a flying leap. “What is it today? Cuticle creams! Teeth whiteners! 
More abdominal exercises!” 

“If you want to talk to me, you can wait in line with everyone else!” Sophie yelled. 

““Malevolent Makeovers,’ ‘Black Is the New Black,’ “Yoga for Villains’! Do you want to die 
here?” 

“You said show him something deeper. Isn’t this compassion? Isn’t this kindness and wisdom? 
I’m helping those who can’t help themselves!” 

“Excuse me, Saint Teresa, but the goal here is Tedros! How is this accomplishing anything!” 

“Accomplishment. Such a vague word. But I’d consider that an accomplishment, wouldn’t 


you?” 

Agatha followed Sophie’s look out the tunnel. The crowd in front of her stump was a hundred 
Nevers deep. Only there was one hovering in back who didn’t look like the rest. 

A golden-haired boy in a blue rugby sweater. 

Agatha released Sophie in shock. 

“You should come,” Sophie called as she flounced out of the tunnel. “Today’s about dry, 
damaged hair.” 

In front of the stump, Arachne’s one eye glowered at Tedros. “Why is Prince Prettyface here?” 

“Yeah, back to your side, Everboy,” Mona sniped, pelting him with tree mold. 

More Nevergirls started to heckle him and Tedros shrank back anxiously. He wasn’t used to 
being unpopular. But just as he was booed away— 

“We welcome everyone,” Sophie admonished as she swept to her stump. 

Tedros came back every day that week. He told his mates he just wanted to see what Sophie 
was wearing, but there was more to it. With each new day, he watched her teach misshapen 
villains how to straighten their hunches, hold eye contact, and enunciate their words. He watched 
Neverboys skeptically skulk on the fringes at first, only to soon badger Sophie for advice on 
sleeping better, masking body odor, and managing their tempers. At first the wolves yawned 
through these assemblies, but Tedros could see them listening as more and more Nevers showed 
up for Sophie’s lectures. Soon the villains began to debate her prescriptions at supper and over 
dreggy tea in common rooms. They started to sit together at lunch, defend each other in class, 
and stopped making jokes about their losing streak. For the first time in two hundred years, Evil 
had hope. All because of one girl. 

By the end of the week, Tedros had a seat in the front row. 

“It’s working! I can’t believe it!” Agatha gushed as she walked Sophie to the Tunnel of Trees. 
“He might say he loves you! He might kiss you this week! We’re going home! What’s 
tomorrow’s topic?” 

““Eating Your Words,’” Sophie said, swishing ahead. 

At lunch the next day, Agatha stood in line for a basket of artichoke and olive tartines, 
dreaming about the heroes’ welcome she and Sophie would get when they returned home. 
Gavaldon would erect statues of them in the square, fete them in sermons, stage a musical about 
their lives, and teach schoolchildren about the two girls who saved them from the curse. Her 
mother would have a thousand new patients, Reaper fresh trout every day, and she would have 
her pictures in the town scroll and anyone who had ever dared to mock her would now grovel at 
her— 

“What a joke.” 

Agatha turned to Beatrix, who was watching Nevers throng around Sophie in a revealing black 
sari and sharp-heeled fur booties for her lecture on “How to Be the Best at Everything (Like 
Me!).” 

“As if she”s the best,” Beatrix snorted. 

“I think she’s the best Never I’ve ever seen,” a voice said behind her. 

Beatrix whirled to Tedros. “Is she now, Teddy? And I think it’s all a big fairy tale.” 

Tedros followed her eyes to the ranking boards, smoldering in soft sunlight on the Blue Forest 
gates. On the Nevers board, Sophie’s name hung off the bottom, pecked to holes by robins. 
Number 120 out of 120. 

“The Empress’s New Clothes, to be precise,” Beatrix said, and strutted away. 


Tedros didn’t go to see Sophie that day. Word spread that he found it sad to watch Nevers pin 
their hopes on the “worst girl in school.” 
The next day, Sophie showed up to a deserted stump. The wooden sign had been defaced. 
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“T told you to pay attention!” Agatha shouted as they waited in pouring rain after Yuba’s class 
for wolves to open the gates. 

“Between sewing new outfits, brewing new makeup, preparing new lectures, I can’t worry 
about class!” Sophie sobbed under a black parasol. “I have my fans to think about!” 

“Of which you now have none!” Agatha yelled. She could see Hester smirking at her from the 
Group 6 huddle. “Three bottom ranks and you fail, Sophie! I don’t know how you’ve survived 
this long!” 

“They don’t let me fail! No matter how bad I am! Why do you think I stopped studying!” 

Agatha tried to make sense of this, but couldn’t focus with her fingertip burning. Ever since 
Yuba unlocked it, it glowed whenever she was angry, as if raring to do a spell. 

“But how did you get all those high ranks before?” she said, hiding her hand in her pocket. 

“That was before they made us read. I mean, do I look like I care how to poison a comb, how 
to pluck toad eyes, or how to say ‘May I cross your bridge’ in Troll? Here I am trying to improve 
these villains and you want me to memorize the recipe for Children Noodle Soup? Agatha, did 
you know that to boil a child you have to wrap them in parchment first? Otherwise they won’t be 
properly cooked and might wake up in your pot. Is that what you want me to learn? How to hurt 
and kill? How to be a witch?” 

“Listen, you need to win back respect—” 

“Through intentional Evil? No. Shan’t.” 

“Then we’re doomed,” Agatha snapped. Sophie exhaled angrily and turned away. 

Suddenly her expression changed. “What in the—” 

She gawked at the Evers ranking board, tacked to the gates. 


1. TEpROs oF CAMELOT 71 POINTS 
2. BEATRIX OF JAUNT JOLIE 84 POINTS 
3. Reena oF Pasga Dunes 88 POINTS 


4. Acatua or Woops BEyonp 96 POINTS 


“But—but—you’re . . . you!” Sophie cried. 
“And I do my homework!” Agatha barked. “I don’t want to learn dove calls or practice fainting 
or sew handkerchiefs, but I’1l do whatever it takes to get us home!” 


But Sophie wasn’t listening. A naughty grin spread across her face. 

Agatha crossed her arms. “No way. First of all, teachers will catch us.” 

“You’ll love my Curses homework, it’s all about tricking princes—and you hate boys!” 

“Second, your roommates will tell on you—” 

“And you’ll love my Uglification homework! We’re learning to scare children—and you hate 
children!” 

“If Tedros finds out, we’re dead—” 

“And look at your finger! It glows when you’re upset! I can’t do that!” 

“Tt’s a fluke!” 

“Look, it’s even brighter now! You’re born to be a vill—” 

Agatha stomped. “WE’RE NOT CHEATING!” 

Sophie fell silent. Wolves unlocked the Blue Forest gates and students surged into the tunnels. 

Neither Sophie nor Agatha moved. 

“My roommates say I’m 100% Evil,” Sophie said softly. “But you know the truth. I don’t 
know how to be Evil. Not even 1%. So please don’t ask me to go against my own soul, Agatha. I 
can’t.” Her voice caught. “I just can’t.” 

She left Agatha under the umbrella. As Sophie joined the herd, the storm rinsed the sheen out 
of her hair, the glitter off her skin until Agatha couldn’t tell her from the other villains. Guilt 
flushed through her, burning her finger bright as the sun. She hadn’t told Sophie the truth. She 
had the same idea to do Sophie’s Evil work and squashed it. Not because she was afraid she’d 
get caught. 

She was afraid she might like it. All 100%. 


That night, Sophie had nightmares. Tedros kissing goblins, Agatha crawling from a well with 
cupid wings, Hester’s demon chasing her through sewers, until the Beast rose out of dark water, 
bloody hands snatching, and Sophie lunged past him and locked herself in the Doom Room. 
Only there was a new torturer waiting. Her father in a wolf mask. 

Sophie jolted awake. 

Her roommates were fast asleep. She sighed, nestled into her pillow—and bolted back up. 

There was a cockroach on her nose. 

She started to scream— 

“It's me!” the roach hissed. 

Sophie closed her eyes. Wake up, wake up, wake up. 

She opened them. It was still there. 

“What's my favorite muffin?” she wheezed. 

“Flourless blueberry bran,” the roach spat. “Any more stupid questions?” 

Sophie picked the bug off her nose. It had the same bulging eyes and sunken cheeks. 

“How in the world—” 

“Mogrification. We’ve been learning it for two weeks. Meet me in the common room.” 

Agatha the Cockroach glared back as she skittered for the door. 

“And bring your books.” 


18 
The Roach and the Fox 


“Suppose mine glows green or brown or something?” Sophie yawned, scratching her legs. 


Everything in the Malice Common Room was made of burlap—the floors, the furniture, the 
curtains—like some barbarous itch chamber. “I’m not doing it if it clashes with my clothes.” 





“Just focus on an emotion!” barked the roach on her shoulder. “Like anger. Try anger.” 

Sophie closed her eyes. “Is it glowing?” 

“No. What are you thinking about?” 

“The food here.” 

“Real anger, you oaf! Magic comes from real feelings!” 

Sophie’s face scrunched with effort. 

“Deeper! Nothing’s happening!” 

Sophie’s face darkened and her fingertip flickered hot pink. 

“That’s it! You’re doing it!” Agatha hopped excitedly. “What are you thinking about!” 

“How infuriating your voice is,” Sophie said, opening her eyes. “Should I think about you 
every time?” 

For the next week, the Malice Common Room turned into a cockroach’s night school. The 
Mogrify spell only lasted three hours, so Agatha worked Sophie like a slave, driving her to make 
her fingerglow stronger, to fog a room and flood a floor, to tell a Sleeping Willow from a 
Weeping Willow, and to even say a few words of Giant. Sophie’s ranks immediately improved, 
but by the fourth day, the long nights had taken their toll. 


“My skin looks gray,” Sophie croaked. 

“And you’re still ranked 68, so pay attention!” berated the roach on her book, swan crest 
glistening on abdomen. “The Woodswide Plague began when Rumpelstiltskin stamped so hard 
the ground cracked—” 

“What made you change your mind? About helping me?” 

“And from the ground, a million poisonous bugs crawled out and infested the Woods, 
sickening scores of Nevers and Evers,” Agatha said, ignoring her. “They even had to close this 
school, since the bugs were highly contagious—” 

Sophie flopped back on the couch. “How do you know all this?” 

“Because while you stare in mirrors, I read Poisons and Plagues!” 

Sophie sighed. “So they closed the school for bugs. Then what happ—” 

“This is where you’ve been sneaking to?” 

Sophie swiveled to Hester at the door in black pajamas, flanked by Anadil and Dot. 

“Homework,” Sophie yawned, holding up her book. “Need light.” 

“Since when do you care about homework?” said Hester, looking greasier than ever. 

“Thought beauty was a ‘full-time job,’” mimicked Anadil. 

“Rooming with you is such inspiration,” Sophie said, smiling. “Makes me want to be the best 
villain I can be.” 

Hester eyed her for a long moment. With a growl, she turned and led the others out. 

Sophie exhaled, blowing Agatha off the couch. 

“She’s up to something,” they heard Hester snarl. 

“Or she’s changed!” piped Dot, waddling behind. “Roach on her book and she didn’t even 
notice!” 

By the sixth night of schooling, Sophie had risen to #55. But each new day, she looked more 
like a zombie, skin sickly white, eyes glassy and bruised. Instead of a fancy new frock or hat, 
now she loped around with dirty hair and a wrinkled dress, trailing study notes all over the tower 
like bread crumbs. 

“Maybe you should get some sleep,” Tedros mumbled to her during Yuba’s lesson on “Insect 
Cuisine.” 

“Too busy trying not to be the ‘worst girl in school,’” Sophie said as she took notes. 

“Insects are often available when meerworms are not,” Yuba said, holding up a live cockroach. 

“Look, you can’t expect anyone to listen to you when you’re ranked lower than Hort,” Tedros 
whispered. 

“When I’m #1, you’ll ask me to forgive you.” 

“You get to #1 and Pll ask you anything you want,” he snorted. 

Sophie turned to him. “Pll hold you to that.” 

“If you're still awake.” 

“First remove the inedible bits,” Yuba said, and tore off the roach’s head. 

Agatha shuddered and hid behind a pine shrub the rest of the lesson. But that night, she almost 
jumped from her thorax when Sophie told her what happened with Tedros. 

“Everboys always keep their promises!” she said, bouncing on knobby roach legs. “It’s the 
Prince Code of Chivalry. Now you just have to get to #1 and he’ll ask you to the... Sophie?” 

Sophie answered with a snore. 

By the tenth day of Cockroach College, Sophie was only at #40 and the circles under her eyes 
were so black she looked like a raccoon. By the next, she’d slipped back to #65 when she napped 


during Lesso’s test on Nemesis Dreams, fell asleep during Henchmen, knocking Beezle off the 
Belfry, and lost her voice in Special Talents for another low rank. 
“Your talent is progressing,” Sheeba said to Anadil, who managed to make her rats grow a full 
five inches bigger. Then she turned to Sophie. “Here I thought you were our Great Witch Hope.” 
By the end of the week, Sophie was the worst villain in school again. 


“Pm sick,” Agatha said, coughing into her hand. 

Professor Dovey didn’t look up from her parchment-strewn desk. “Ginger tea and two slices of 
grapefruit. Repeat every two hours.” 

“T tried that,” Agatha said, increasing the volume of her coughs. 

“Now is not the time to miss class, Agatha,” Professor Dovey said, stacking papers under 
sparkling pumpkin weights. “Less than a month before the Ball and I want to make sure our 
fourth-ranked student is prepared for the most important night of her young life! Do you have an 
Everboy in mind?” 

Agatha exploded in a paroxysm of hacks. Professor Dovey looked up, alarmed. 

“Feels like... plague,” Agatha wheezed. 

Professor Dovey went white. 

Quarantined in her room, Agatha the Roach now accompanied Sophie to all her classes. 
Tucked behind Sophie’s ear, she whispered the first sign of a Nemesis Dream (answer: tasting 
blood), steered Frost Giant negotiations during Henchmen, and told Sophie which scarecrows 
were Good or Evil in Yuba’s Forest challenge. On the second day, she helped Sophie lose a tooth 
in Uglification, match monsters during Sader’s exam (Lalkies: sweet-talkers; Harpies: child 
eaters), and determine which of Yuba’s beanstalks was poisonous, which was edible, and which 
was Dot in disguise. There were hairy moments, of course. She almost ended up on the bottom of 
Hester’s clump, barely survived a hovering bat, and nearly turned back into herself in Special 
Talents before finding a broom closet just in time. 

By the third day, Agatha hardly glanced at her Good homework and spent all her free time 
learning Evil spells. Where her classmates struggled to make fingers flicker, she could keep hers 
glowing by thinking about things that made her angry: school, mirrors, boys. .. . Then it was a 
matter of following a spell’s precise recipe, and just like that, she could do magic. Simple stuff, 
nothing more than playing with water and weather, but still—real magic! 

She would have been paralyzed by the incredibility, the impossibility, except that it came so 
naturally. Where the others couldn’t summon a drizzle, Agatha conjured thunderclouds in her 
room and splashed the odious murals off her wall with a squall of lightning and rain. Between 
sessions, she stole into bathrooms to try out new Spells for Suffering—the Lights-Out Jinx to 
briefly darken the sky, the Sea Swell Curse to summon a giant wave. . . . Time evaporated when 
she studied Evil, so rife with power and possibility, she could never get bored. 

While waiting for Pollux to deliver her Good homework one night, Agatha whistled while she 
doodled— 

“What pray tell is that?” 

She turned to Pollux in her doorway, head on a hare’s body, staring at the drawing. 

“Oh, um, me at my wedding. See, there’s my prince.” She crumpled the page and coughed. 
“Any homework?” 

After chastising her for slipping in the Ever ranks, explaining every assignment thrice, and 


berating her to cover her mouth when she coughed, Pollux finally left in a circus of hops and 
falls. Agatha exhaled. Then her eye caught the crumpled doodle of herself flying through flames 
and she saw what she’d been drawing. 

Nevermore. Evil paradise. 

“We have to get home,” she mumbled. 

By the end of the week, Agatha had led Sophie on a magnificent winning streak in all her 
classes, including Yuba’s Trial Tune-Ups. In these one-on-one duels to prepare for the upcoming 
Trial by Tale, Sophie beat every person in her group using approved spells, whether stunning 
Ravan with a lightning bolt, icing Beatrix’s lips before she could call for animal help, or 
liquefying Tedros’ training sword. 

“Someone’s been doing their homework,” Tedros said, agog. Hidden under Sophie’s collar, 
Agatha blushed with pride. 

“Before it was dumb luck. This is different,” Hester griped to Anadil as they bit into a lunch of 
charred cow tongues. “How is she doing it?” 

“Good old-fashioned hard work,” Sophie said, swishing by in shimmering makeup, ruby-red 
hair, and a black kimono, sparkling with gems that spelled “F is for Focused.” 

Hester and Anadil choked on their tongues. 

By the end of the third week, Sophie was up to #5 and her Lunchtime Lectures had resumed 
due to popular demand. So had her black-robed fashions, bolder and more extravagant than 
before, in a grand pageant of scalloped plumage, fishnet bodices, faux monkey fur, sequined 
burkas, leather pantsuits, powdered wigs, and even a chain-mail bustier. 

“She’s cheating,” Beatrix hissed to anyone who would listen. “Some rogue fairy godmother or 
time-turning spell. No one has time to do all this!” 

But Sophie had time to design a satin jumper with matching nun’s wimple, a sparkled 
clamshell dress, and matching shoes for every new look. She had time to beat Hester in the 
“Uglify a Ballroom” challenge, write a report on “Wolves vs. Man-Wolves,” and prepare 
Lunchtime Lectures on “Wicked Success,” “Ugly Is the New Beautiful,” “Building Your Body 
for Sin.” She had time to be one-girl fashion show, rabble-rouser, rebel priestess—and still 
wrestle her way past Anadil to #2 in the rankings. 

This time Beatrix couldn’t stop Tedros from falling for Sophie. But Tedros tried valiantly to 
stop himself. 

She’s a Never! So what if she’s beautiful? Or smart? Or creative and kind and generous and— 

Tedros took a deep breath. 

Evers can’t like Nevers. You’re just confused. 

He felt relieved when Yuba hosted another “Good or Evil” challenge. This time the gnome 
turned all the girls into blue pumpkins and hid them in the forest’s voluminous patch. 

Just find an Ever, Tedros scolded himself. Find an Ever and forget all about her. 

“This one’s Good!” Hort yelled, and flicked a blue shell. Nothing happened. The other boys 
couldn’t tell the difference between pumpkins either and started debating the merits of each. 

“This is not a group assignment!” Yuba bellowed. 

Clinging to Sophie’s blue vine, Agatha’s roach watched as the boys split up. Tedros headed 
west towards the Turquoise Thicket and stopped. Slowly he turned to Sophie’s pumpkin. 

“He’s coming,” Agatha said. 

“How do you know?” Sophie whispered. 

“Because that’s the way he looked at me.” 


Tedros walked up to a pumpkin. “This one. This one’s an Ever.” 

Yuba frowned. “Look closely first—” 

Tedros ignored him, clasped its blue skin, and in a burst of glitterdust the pumpkin turned into 
Sophie. A “16” puffed in slimy green smoke over the prince’s head and a “1” in black over 
Sophie’s. 

“Only the best Evil can disguise as Good,” Yuba commended, and with a wave of his staff, 
erased the red F off Sophie’s dress once and for all. 

“And as for you, son of Arthur, I suggest you study your rules. Let’s hope you don’t make such 
a terrible mistake when it counts.” 

Tedros tried to look ashamed. 

“We can’t find any!” a voice called. 

Yuba turned to see all the boys with low ranks smoking over their heads. “Should have marked 
them,” he sighed and waddled into the patch, jabbing pumpkins to see if they yelped. 

With the gnome gone, Tedros let himself smile. How could he tell a teacher he didn’t care 
about rules? Rules that had led him to that god-awful Agatha twice? For the first time, he had 
found a girl who had everything he wanted. A girl who wasn’t a mistake. 

“Pd say you owe me a question, son of Arthur.” 

Tedros turned to find Sophie wearing the same smile. He followed her eyes to the Nevers 
scoreboard above the Forest, where Albemarle had pecked her name at the very top. 

The next day, she found a note in her lunch pail. 


Wolves don’t like foxes. Blue Brook at midnight. T. 


“What does it mean?” she whispered to the roach in her palm. 
“Tt means we go home tonight!” Agatha gushed, antennae beating so fast that Sophie dropped 
her. 


The roach paced the mildewed burlap of the Malice Common Room floor, eyeing the clock as it 
ticked towards midnight. At last she heard the door open and Sophie entered in a seductive black 
sheath dress, accented with long black gloves, beehived hair, a necklace of delicate pearls, and 
black-tinted spectacles. Agatha nearly burst her carapace. 

“First, I told you to be on time. Second, I said don’t dress up—” 

“Look at these glasses. Aren’t they chic? Saves your eyes from the sun. You know, these 
Evergirls sneak me all sorts of things like this now, pearls, jewels, makeup to add to my 
ensembles. At first I thought they were Good Deeds, and then I realized, no, they just like seeing 
their things on someone more glamorous and charismatic. Only it’s all so cheap. Gives me a 
rash.” 

Agatha’s antennae curled. “Just—just lock the door!” 

Sophie bolted the latch. She heard a crash and spun to see Agatha red-faced, pale body 
wrapped in a burlap curtain. 

“Um—must have mistimed it—” Agatha spluttered— 

Sophie looked her up and down. “I prefer you as a roach.” 

“There has to be a way to get new clothes when you turn back,” Agatha grouched, wrapping 
herself tighter. Then she saw Sophie fondling Tedros’ note. “Now listen, don’t do anything 


stupid when you meet him tonight. Just get the kiss and—” 

“My prince came for me,” Sophie mooned, sniffing the parchment. “And now he’s mine 
forever. All thanks to you, Agatha.” She gazed up lovingly and saw her friend’s expression. 

“What?” 

“You said ‘forever.’” 

“I meant tonight. He’s mine tonight.” 

They were both silent. 

“We’ll be heroes when we get back to Gavaldon, Sophie,” Agatha said softly. “You’ll have 
fame and riches and any boy you want. You’ll read about Tedros in storybooks for the rest of 
your life. You’ll have the memories that he was once yours.” 

Sophie nodded with a pained smile. 

“And I’ll have my graveyard and cat,” Agatha mumbled. 

“You'll find love someday, Agatha.” 

Agatha shook her head. “You heard what the School Master said, Sophie. A villain like me 
can’t ever find love.” 

“He also said we couldn’t be friends.” 

Agatha met Sophie’s lucid, beautiful eyes. 

Then she saw the clock and jolted to her feet. “Take off your clothes!” 

“Take off my what?” 

“Hurry! We’ll miss him!” 

“Excuse me but I’m sewn into this dre—” 

“NOW!” 

A few minutes later, Agatha sat next to Sophie’s clothes, head in hands. 

“You have to do it with conviction!” 

“Pm naked behind an ugly couch. I can’t do anything with conviction, let alone make my 
finger glow and turn into a rodent. Can’t we pick a more appealing animal?” 

“You’re five minutes from losing your kiss! Just picture yourself in its body!” 

“How about a lovebird instead? It’s more me.” 

Agatha grabbed Sophie’s spectacles, bashed them with her clump, and threw them over the 
couch. 

“Want me to do the same to the pearls?” 

THUMP. 

“Did that work?” Sophie’s voice said. 

“T don’t see you—” Agatha said, whipping around. “For all we know you tumed yourself into 
a newt!” 

“Pm right here.” 

Agatha turned and lost her breath. “But—but—you're—” 

“More me,” Sophie breathed, a ravishing plush pink fox with sparkly fur, bewitching green 
eyes, succulent red lips, and a bouncy magenta tail. She clasped the pearl necklace around her 
neck and admired herself in a shard of broken glass. “Will he kiss me, darling?” 

Agatha stared, mesmerized. 

Sophie watched her in the mirror. “You're making me nervous.” 

“The wolves won't bother you,” Agatha babbled as she unlocked the door. “They think foxes 
carry disease, plus they’re color-blind. Just keep your chest to the ground so they don't see the 
swan—” 


“Agatha.” 

“What? You’ll miss hi—” 

“Will you come with me?” 

Agatha turned. 

Gently, Sophie curled her tail around her friend’s hand. “We’re a team,” she said. 
Agatha had to remind herself she didn’t have time to cry. 


Sophie the Fox pattered quietly through the Blue Forest, past willow trees shimmering with 
sleeping fairies and wolf guards who shrank from her as if she were a snake. She skirted sapphire 
ferns and twisty oaks of the Turquoise Thicket before slinking to the top of the bridge 
overlooking a moonlit brook. 

“T don’t see him,” Sophie whispered to the roach snuggled into her neck’s pink fur. 

“His note said he’d be here!” 

“Suppose Hester and Anadil played a trick—” 

“Who are you talking to?” 

Two blue eyes glowed in darkness across the bridge. 

Sophie froze. 

“Say something!” Agatha hissed in her ear. 

Sophie couldn’t. 

“T talk to myself when I’m nervous,” Agatha whispered. 

“T talk to myself when I’m nervous,” Sophie said quickly. 

A navy blue fox stepped out of the shadows, swan twinkling on its puffed chest. 

“T thought only princesses get nervous. Not the best villain in school.” 

Sophie gaped at the fox. It had Tedros’ tight muscles and half-cocked grin. 

“Only the best Good can disguise as Evil,” Agatha intervened. “Especially when it has love to 
fight for.” 

“Only the best Good can disguise as Evil,” Sophie said. “Especially when it has love to fight 
for.” 

“So it really was a mistake all along?” Tedros said, circling her slowly. 

Sophie flailed for words— 

“T had to play both sides in order to survive,” Agatha rescued. 

“T had to play both sides in order to survive,” echoed Sophie. 

She heard Tedros’ steps stop. “Now, according to the Prince Code, I have a promise to fulfill.” 
His fur brushed against hers. “What would you like me to ask you?” 

Sophie’s heart choked her throat. 

“Do you see who I am now?” Agatha said. 

“Do you see who I am now?” Sophie breathed. 

Tedros was quiet. 

He lifted her chin with his warm paw. “You do know this will throw both schools into 
upheaval?” 

Sophie gazed into his eyes, hypnotized. 

“T do,” whispered the roach. 

“I do,” said the fox. 

“You do know no one will accept you as my princess?” said Tedros. 

“I do.” 


“T do.” 

“You do know you will spend the rest of your life trying to prove you’re Good?” 

“T do,” said Agatha. 

“I do,” said Sophie. 

Tedros moved closer and their chests touched. 

“And you do know I’m going to kiss you now?” 

Both girls gasped at the same time. 

As iridescent brook water lit up the foxes’ blue and pink faces, Agatha closed her eyes and said 
goodbye to this world of nightmares. Sophie closed her eyes too and felt Tedros’ warm, sweet 
breath as his tender mouth grazed her lips— 

“But we should wait,” Sophie said, pulling away. 

Agatha’s bug eyes flashed open. 

“Sure. Course. Obviously,” Tedros stammered. “Pll, um, walk you to your tunnel.” 

As they walked back in silence, Sophie’s pink tail curled around his. Tedros looked at her and 
surrendered a smile. Agatha watched all this, swelling red. And when the prince finally vanished 
into his tunnel, she vaulted onto Sophie’s nose. 

“What are you doing!” 

Sophie didn’t answer. 

“Why didn’t you kiss him!” 

Sophie said nothing. 

Agatha dug her pincers into Sophie’s nose. “You need to run after him! Go now! We can’t get 
home unless you kiss—” 

Sophie brushed Agatha off her face and disappeared into the dark tunnel. 

Writhing in dead leaves, Agatha finally understood. 

There was no kiss because there would never be a kiss. 

Sophie had no intention of them going home. 

Ever. 
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I Have a Prince 


The faculty of the School for Good and Evil had seen many things over the years. 


They had seen students pathetic in the first year end richer than kings. They had seen Class 
Captains flame out by the third year and end as pigeons or wasps. They had seen pranks, 
protests, and raids, kisses, vows, and impromptu love songs. 

But they had never ever seen an Ever and a Never hold hands in the lunch line. 





“Are you sure I won’t get in trouble?” said Sophie, noticing them glaring from balconies. 

“If you’re good enough for me, you’re good enough for a basket,” said Tedros, pulling her 
forward. 

“T suppose they should get used to it,” Sophie sighed. “I don’t want any trouble at the Ball.” 

Tedros’ hand stiffened on hers. Sophie turned bright red. 

“Oh... After last night, I just assumed...” 

“The Everboys took an oath we wouldn’t propose before the Circus of Talents,” Tedros said, 
tugging at his collar. “Espada said it’s tradition to wait until the Circus Crowning, the night 
before the Ball.” 

“The night before!” Sophie choked. “But how do we match colors and plan our entrance and 
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“This is why we make the oath.” Tedros took his wicker basket of lamb sandwiches, saffron 
couscous, and almond mousse from a green-haired nymph. “And one for the lady as well.” 

The nymph ignored Sophie and held out a basket to the next Ever. Tedros seized the handle. 

“I said one for the lady.” 

The nymph tightened its grip on the basket. 


“Lamb is hard to digest anyway,” Sophie fretted— 

But the prince held on until the nymph surrendered the basket with a grunt. Tedros handed it to 
Sophie. “Like you said, they better get used to it.” 

Her eyes widened. “You’ll... take me?” 

“You’re so beautiful when you want something.” 

Sophie touched him. “Promise me,” she said, breathless. “Promise me you’ll take me to the 
Ball.” 

Tedros looked down at her soft hands, holding the laces of his shirt. 

“All right,” he exhaled finally. “I promise. But tell anyone and Pll put a snake in your 
corsage.” 

With a squeal, Sophie threw herself into his arms. She could plan her gown after all. 

With that, the #1 Ever and #1 Never, storybook enemies in body and soul, sat hand in hand 
under a towering oak. Tedros suddenly noticed all the Evers glaring at him, stunned by his 
disloyalty. Sophie saw Nevers, who she had preached to for weeks about Villain Pride, glower at 
her, betrayed. 

Tensing, she and Tedros bit into sandwiches at the same time. 

“Ts the witch still contagious?” Tedros said quickly. “It’s her first day back in class.” 

Sophie glanced at Agatha, hunched against a tree, staring right at her. 

“Um, we don’t really talk.” 

“Leech, isn’t she? Thinks she’s brains to your beauty. Little did she know you have 
everything.” 

Sophie swallowed. “It's true.” 

“One thing’s for sure. Won’t be picking that witch in a challenge again.” 

“How do you know that?” 

“Because now that I found my princess, I won’t let her go,” said her prince, gazing into her 
eyes. 

Sophie suddenly felt sad. “Even if it means waiting a lifetime for a kiss?” she said, almost to 
herself. 

“Even if it means waiting a lifetime for a kiss.” Tedros answered, taking her hand. Then he 
cocked his head. “I’m assuming this is a hypothetical question.” 

Sophie laughed and buried her head in his shoulder in time to hide the tears. She’d explain one 
day. When their love was strong enough. 

On the balconies of the two schools, the faculty watched the lovebirds nuzzle in the sun. The 
Good and Evil teachers gave each other dark looks and went back to their chambers. 

Sitting in chilly shade, Agatha didn’t make any sudden moves either. Like the teachers, she 
knew this romance was doomed. Something was in their way. Something Sophie had forgotten. 

Something called Trial by Tale. 


“To win a Trial by Tale is one of the greatest honors at the School for Good and Evil,” Pollux 
declared, head back next to Castor’s on their massive dog’s body. With the fifteen Forest Group 
leaders behind him, Pollux peered down at the students, gathered after breakfast in the Theater of 
Tales. 

“Once a year, we send our best Evers or Nevers into the Blue Forest for a night to see who 
lasts until morning. To win, a student must survive both the School Master’s death traps and the 
other side’s attacks. The last Ever or Never standing at dawn is declared the winner and given 


five additional first-place ranks.” Pollux raised his nose snootily. “As you know, Good has won 
the past two hundred Trials—” 

Good burst into a chant of “EVERS RULE! EVERS RULE! EVERS—” 

“ARE STUPID, ARROGANT FOOLS!” Castor boomed, and the Evers shut up. 

“Now a week from today, each Forest Group will send its top Ever and Never into the Trial,” 
Pollux sniffed. “But before we announce the competitors, let us briefly review the rules.” 

“Heard Beatrix took first in Good Deeds yesterday,” Chaddick whispered to Tedros. “That 
Nevergirl turning you soft?” 

“You try mending a dove wing with my strength,” Tedros retorted. Then his face softened. “Do 
the boys really hate me?” 

“Can’t be messing with a Never, mate,” Chaddick said, gray eyes stern. “Even if she is the 
fairest, smartest, most talented girl in school.” 

Doubts sank Tedros into his seat. . . . He bolted upright. 

“I can prove she’s Good! I can prove it in the Trial!” 

“Beatrix or Agatha might have your group’s spot,” Chaddick said. 

Tedros’ chest tightened. He caught Sophie beaming at him from the Evil pews. Their future 
together depended on him making the Trial. How could he fail her? 

“According to the rules, there can be more than one winner of a Trial by Tale,” said Pollux. 
“However, those who last until dawn must split the first-place ranks. Thus, it is in your interest to 
eliminate your competition. Naturally the School Master prefers a single winner and will conjure 
as many obstacles as he can to ensure it. 

“For the rest of the week, all classes will be dedicated to preparing these 15 Evers and 15 
Nevers for their night in the Blue Forest,” the dog continued, as students twittered over who 
these would be. “In-class challenges will be restricted to these competitors only. Those with the 
worst scores for the week will enter the Trial first, while those with the best will enter 
significantly later. This is, of course, a tremendous advantage. The less time you spend in a Trial 
by Tale, the more chance you come out alive.” 

Students stopped talking. 

Pollux realized what he said and forced a laugh. 

“Tt’s a figure of speech. No student dies in a Trial. How ludicrous.” 

Castor coughed. “But what about—” 

“The competition is completely safe,” Pollux said, smiling down at the children. “You will 
each have a flag of surrender. If you find yourself in mortal danger, drop it to the ground and you 
will be rescued unharmed from the Blue Forest. You will learn more about the rules in your 
various classes, but now I cede the floor to the Forest Group leaders, who will announce this 
season’s Trial competitors.” 

A tiny lily nymph in a dress of emerald vines stepped forward. “From Group 9, Reena will 
represent Good and Vex will represent Evil!” 

Reena curtsied to Ever cheers while Nevers grumbled that Vex and his pointy ears were lucky 
to be in a weak group. 

An ogre announced Tristan and one-eyed Arachne from Group 7, followed by more leaders 
who named dark-skinned Nicholas and Anadil from 4, Kiko and green-hued Mona from 12, 
Giselle and Hester from 6... 

Sophie goggled at Tedros through it all, daydreaming of life as his queen. (Would Camelot 
have enough closets? Mirrors? Cucumbers?) Then Yuba stepped forward. Sophie looked over at 


Tedros and Beatrix, both hanging on the gnome’s next words. Please let him beat that sour 
cream puff, she prayed— 

“From Group 3, Tedros will represent Good,” Yuba said. 

She exhaled in relief. 

“And Sophie will represent Evil.” 

Sophie massaged her ears. She’d heard wrong surely. Then she saw the smirks. 

“Suppose that’s the problem with dating a villain,” Chaddick said. “It’s all love and kisses until 
you have to kill them.” 

Tedros ignored him and focused on his plan to prove Sophie Good. Thank God his father was 
dead, he thought, sweating through his shirt. What he was about to do would have stopped his 
heart. 

As Evers left through the west doors, Nevers through the east to trek back to Evil, Sophie 
remained shell-shocked on a blackened pew. A shadow moved into hers. 

“All I asked is that you stay out of my way...” 

Hester’s breath chilled the back of her neck. 

“And here you are, #1 Villain, making fools of us all. Well, you forgot a villain’s story doesn’t 
end happily, dear. So let me remind you how it ends. First you. Then your prince. Dead.” 

Cold lips grazed Sophie’s ear. “And that’s no figure of speech.” 

Sophie whipped around. No one there. She jolted to her feet, slammed into Tedros, screamed— 
and collapsed in his arms. “She’s going to kill us, you then me or me then you—lI can’t 
remember the order—and you’re an Ever and I’m a Never and now we fight against each other 


” 


“Or we fight with each other.” 

Sophie blinked. “We... do?” 

“Everyone will know you’re Good if I protect you,” said Tedros, still a bit sweaty. “Only a true 
princess can earn a prince’s shield.” 

“But—they’ ll target you! Everyone thinks I’m Evil!” 

“Not if we win,” Tedros said, grinning. “They’ ll have to make you an Ever.” 

Sophie shook her head and hugged him tight. “You are my prince. You really are.” 

“Now go win your challenges so we enter the Trial at the same time. You can’t be in there 
without me.” 

Sophie drained of blood. “But—but—” 

“But what? You’re the best Never by a mile.” 

“T know, it’s just—” 

Tedros held her chin up, forcing her to look into his crystal-blue eyes. “First place in every 
challenge. Deal?” 

Sophie nodded weakly. 

“We’re a team,” said Tedros, dimpling, and with a last brush of her cheek, he left through the 
Ever Doors. 

Sophie trudged across the stage to the Never Doors and paused. She turned slowly. 

Agatha sat in the pink pews, all alone. 

“T told you I belong here, darling,” Sophie sighed. “You just wouldn’t listen.” 

Agatha said nothing. 

“Maybe the School Master will let you go home alone,” Sophie said. 

Agatha didn’t flinch. 


“You need to make new friends, Agatha.” Sophie smiled gently. “I have a prince now.” 
Agatha just stared into her eyes. 

Sophie stopped smiling. “I have a prince.” 

She slammed the door behind her. 


In Uglification, Manley asked the competing 15 Nevers to conjure a disguise that would scare off 
an Ever “at first sight.” Hester’s potion made her whole body explode with spikes. Anadil’s 
turned her skin so thin all her blood vessels shined through. Meanwhile, Sophie bashed tadpoles 
to give herself shingles again, but somehow gave herself a spiral horn and glittered horsetail 
instead. 

“Because what’s scarier to a princess than a unicorn?” snarled Manley. 

In Henchmen, the Trial Nevers had to tame a Fire Giant, a nine-foot hunk of hot orange skin 
and flaming hair. Sophie tried to read his thoughts, but all his thoughts were in Giant. Luckily, 
she remembered some of the Giant words Agatha had taught her. 


FIRE GIANT: And why shouldn’t I kill you? 
SOPHIE: I know this horse. 

FIRE GIANT: I see no horse! 

SOPHIE: It is as vast as your undergarments. 


Castor intervened before the Giant ate her. 

Then Lady Lesso asked the Trial Nevers to name a “spell that can only be undone by the one 
who casts it.” 

“Answers?” 

Shivering, the Nevers held up carved ice tablets: 


HESTER: Petrification 
ANADIL: Petrification 
ARACHNE: Petrification 
SOPHIE: Special Spell 


“If only love was the answer to everything,” said Lady Lesso, handing Sophie another “15” out 
of 15. 

“What happened?” said Tedros as he pushed her through the Evers line. 

“Just a slow start—” 

“Sophie, you can't be in that Forest without me!” 

She followed his eyes to scowling Evers. Come the Trial, they’d all be out for revenge. 

“Just do what you were doing before!” Tedros begged. 

Sophie gritted her teeth as she walked back to her room. If Agatha could do well in the School 
for Good, then she could do well here! Yes, she’d boil her toad eyes, she’d learn her Giant, she’d 
cook a child if she had to! (Or supervise, at least.) Nothing would stop her from her Ever After! 
She puffed her chest, stormed through her door, and froze. 

Her bed had disappeared. The mirror had been shattered. 

And over her head hung all her old outfits, noosed and mutilated, like headless corpses. 

On her bed, Anadil looked up from Killing Pretty Girls. Hester looked up from Killing Even 


Prettier Girls. 

Sophie barreled into the top-floor office. “My roommates want to kill me!” 

Lady Lesso smiled back from her desk. “That’s the spirit.” 

The door closed magically in Sophie’s face. 

Sophie cowered in the dark hall. Last week, she had been the most popular girl in school! And 
now she couldn’t even go back to her room? 

She wiped her eyes. It didn’t matter, did it? Soon she’d be switching schools and all of this 
would be behind her. She had the boy every girl wanted. She had her prince! Two stupid witches 
were no match for true love! 

Voices echoed above. She ducked into shadows— 

“Hester said whoever kills Sophie during the Trial will be her Hench Captain next year,” 
Arachne said as she descended the stairs. “But it needs to look accidental or we’ ll get expelled.” 

“We have to beat Anadil to it!” Mona said, green skin flushing. “Suppose she kills her before 
the Trial!” 

“Hester said during the Trial. Even Vex and Brone know that. Did you hear their plan to kill 
her? They searched the Good lake to find those leftover eggs. That girl is so dead.” 

“Can’t believe we listened to that traitor’s lectures,” Mona seethed. “Next thing you know, 
she’d have had us wearing pink and kissing Evers!” 

“She humiliated us all and now she’ll pay,” Arachne said, narrowing her eye. “Fourteen of us. 
One of her. Odds aren’t in her favor.” 

Their cackles pealed through the damp stairwell. 

Sophie didn’t move from the dark. It wasn’t just her roommates. The whole school wanted her 
dead. There was nowhere safe now. 

Nowhere except... 

At the end of a dark, stale hall, the door to Room 34 cracked open after the third knock. Two 
beady black pupils peered out. 

“Hello, handsome,” Sophie cooed. 

“Don’t even try it—you’re a prince lover, you’re a two-timer, you’re a—” 

Sophie held her nose, breezed by Hort, and locked him out of her new room. 


Hort pounded and wailed outside for twenty minutes before Sophie finally let him back in. 

“You can help me study until curfew,” she said, spritzing the room with lavandula. “But no 
sleeping here.” 

“This is my room!” Hort sulked, plopping to the floor in black pajamas dotted with frowning 
green frogs. 

“Well, Pm here, aren't I? And boys and girls can’t be roommates, so it certainly can’t be your 
room,” said Sophie, tucking into his bed. 

“But where am I supposed to stay!” 

“T hear the Malice Common Room is quite comfortable.” 

Ignoring Hort’s whimpers, Sophie sank into pillows and held a candle to his class notes. She 
had to win all her challenges tomorrow. Her only hope to survive the Trial was to go in with 
Tedros and hide behind his shield the whole time. 

“To humiliate an enemy, turn him into a chicken: Banta pareo dirosti?” She squinted. “Is that 
right?” 

“Sophie, how do you know you aren’t a villain?” Hort yawned, hunched on the burned floor. 


“T look in the mirror. Hort, your penmanship is foul.” 

“When I look in the mirror, I look like a villain.” 

“Probably means you’re a villain.” 

“Dad told me villains can’t love, no matter what. That it’s unnatural and disgusting.” 

Sophie made out scratchy words. “To freeze an Ever in ice, make your soul cold...” 

“So I definitely can’t love,” Hort said. 

“Colder than you thought possible . . . Then say these words .. .” 

“But if I could love, I’d love you.” 

Sophie turned. Hort was snoring softly on the floor, button-flap lit up with angry green frogs. 

“Hort, you can’t sleep here,” she said. 

Hort curled up tighter. 

Sophie threw off her covers, stamped up to him— 

“Take that, Pan,” he babbled softly. 

Sophie watched him, shivering and sweating in his little ball. 

She slid back under the musty covers. Candle to notes, she tried to study, but his snuffles lulled 
her into a trance, and before she knew it was morning. 

The second day went as well as the first, with Sophie earning three more last places, the third 
of which came in Henchmen when she couldn’t make her finger glow in time to disarm a stink- 
troll. 

She could see veins swell in Tedros’ neck as he yanked her through the lunch line, holding his 
nose. 

“Should I lose on purpose? Or do you want to go into the Trial three hours early!” 

“Tm trying as hard as I can—” 

“The Sophie I know doesn’t try. She wins.” 

They ate in silence. 

“Where’s her fairy godmother now?” Sophie heard Beatrix crow. 

Across the field Agatha did homework with Kiko, back turned completely. 

The next day, the challengers spent their first two sessions being fitted for their Trial uniforms: 
dark blue tunics of silky iron mesh, and matching hooded wool cloaks lined with red brocade. 
With thirty students in the same cloaks, it would be impossible to tell Evers from Nevers, even if 
one could see blue cloaks in a Blue Forest. When it came to clothes, Sophie was normally at full 
attention. But today, she had her head buried in Hort’s notes. Lady Lesso’s class was next and 
she needed first place. 

“A villain kills for one purpose: to destroy his Nemesis. The one who grows stronger as you 
grow weaker. Only when your Nemesis is dead will you feel quenched,” said the tight-skinned 
teacher, clacking through the aisle. “Of course, since only the best Nevers will have Nemesis 
Dreams, most of you will venture your whole life without taking another’s life. Consider 
yourself lucky. Killing requires the purest Evil. None of you are pure enough to kill yet.” 

Sophie heard grumbles in her direction. 

“But since the Trial by Tale is a harmless exercise”—Lady Lesso smiled at her— “why not 
prepare with my favorite challenge... .” 

She conjured a phantom princess with brown curls, blushing dimples, and a smile sweeter than 
a baby’s. 

“Murder Practice. Whoever kills her the cruelest way wins.” 

“Finally, something useful,” Hester said, eyeing Sophie. 


Though the chamber was colder than ever, Sophie shined with sweat. 

With the princess locked behind a door and suspicious of strangers, the Trial Nevers had to be 
creative to kill her. Mona uglified herself into a peddler and gifted the princess poisoned lipstick. 
After Lady Lesso conjured a new maiden, Anadil knocked on her door and left a carnivorous 
bouquet outside it. Hester shrank into a cute squirrel and offered her victim a glittery balloon. 

“Why, thank you!” the princess beamed as the balloon pulled her up, up, up into the razor- 
sharp icicles on the ceiling. 

Sophie closed her eyes through most of this. 

“Who’s next?” Lady Lesso said, sealing a new princess behind the door. “Oh, yes. You.” She 
drummed long red nails on Sophie’s desk. Tsk, tsk, tsk. 

Sophie felt sick. Murder? Even if it was a phantom, she couldn’t mur— 

The Beast’s dying face flashed and she blanched. That was different! He was Evil! Any prince 
would have done the same! 

“Another fail, it seems,” Lady Lesso leered. 

Meeting her eyes, Sophie thought of Tedros losing faith in her. She thought of fourteen villains 
convinced they were pure enough to kill. She thought of her happy ending slipping away... 

The Sophie I love doesn’t try. 

Jaw set, she stormed to the door, past her surprised teacher, finger glowing pink— 

To freeze an Ever in ice... 

She pounded on the door. 

Make your soul cold... 

The door opened and Sophie”s fingerglow dimmed. 

It was her own face staring back at her, only with the long blond locks she had before the 
Beast. To win this challenge, she had to kill . . . herself. 

Sophie saw Lady Lesso smirking in the comer. 

“May I help you?” asked Princess Sophie. 

Just a ghost. Sophie gritted her teeth and felt her finger burn once more. 

“You look like a stranger,” said the princess, blushing. 

Colder than you thought possible . . . 

Sophie pointed her glowing finger at her. 

“Mother said never talk to strangers,” said the princess anxiously. 

Say it! 

Sophie’s fingertip flickered—she couldn’t find the words— 

“T should go. Mother’s calling.” 

Kill her! Kill her now! 

“Goodbye,” said the princess, closing her door— 

“BANTA PAREO DIROSTI!” 

Poof! The princess turned into a chicken. Sophie grabbed it in her arms, hurled a chair, 
shattering the iced window, and flung the bird into open sky— 

“Fly, Sophie! You’re free!” 

The chicken tried to fly, then realized it couldn’t, and plummeted to its death. 

“For the first time, I feel sorry for an animal,” Lady Lesso said. 

Another “15” spat in Sophie’s face. 


Perhaps the only thing Sophie liked about the School for Evil was that there were plenty of 


places to cry. She tucked behind a crumbling arch and sobbed. How would she ever face Tedros? 

“We insist you remove Sophie from the Trial.” 

Sophie recognized the gruff voice as Professor Manley’s. She crept out of the archway and 
peeked through the keyhole into his putrid classroom. But where the rusted seats normally were 
filled with villains, now they were occupied by the faculty of both schools. Professor Dovey 
presided at the dragon-skull lectern, which she’d brightened with a pumpkin paperweight. 

“The Nevers plan to kill her, Clarissa,” finished bald, pimpled Manley. 

“Bilious, we have secure measures in place to prevent a student’s death.” 

“Let’s hope they’re more secure than four years ago,” he shot back. 

“T think we are all in agreement that Garrick’s death was an accident!” Professor Dovey flared. 

The room was ominously silent. In the hall, Sophie could hear her own shallow breaths. 

Garrick of Gavaldon. Taken with Bane. 

Bane had failed. Garrick had died. 

Her heart rattled against her ribs. 

Getting home alive is our happy ending. 

Agatha was right all along. 

“There is another reason Sophie must be removed from the Trial,” Castor said soberly. “The 
fairies say she and the Everboy plan to act as a team.” 

“As a team?” Professor Dovey gaped. “An Ever and a Never?” 

“Imagine if they won!” shrieked Professor Sheeks. “Imagine if word got out in the Woods!” 

“So either she dies or destroys this school,” Manley groused and spat on the floor. 

“Clarissa, this is an easy decision,” said Lady Lesso. 

“But there’s no precedent for removing a qualified student from a Trial!” Professor Dovey 
protested. 

“Qualified! She flunked every challenge this week!” said Manley. “The boy has convinced her 
she’s Good!” 

“Perhaps she’s just feeling the pressure of the Trial,” offered Princess Uma, feeding a quail on 
her shoulder— 

“Or she duped us all into thinking she was Evil’s great hope!” Professor Sheeks said. “She 
should have failed before the Trial!” 

“Then why didn’t she?” Professor Anemone asked. 

“Every time we tried to fail her, another student got last place instead,” Manley said. 
“Someone stopped her from failing!” 

Evil teachers clamored in furious agreement. 

“Makes perfect sense,” Professor Dovey said over them. “Some mysterious busybody, who no 
one has ever seen, flits through your tower, meddling with your ranks.” 

“You describe the School Master quite well, Clarissa,” said Lady Lesso. 

“Don’t be ridiculous, Lady Lesso. Why would the School Master interfere with a student’s 
ranks?” 

“Because he’d love nothing better than to see Evil’s ‘best’ student win behind Good’s shield,” 
Lady Lesso hissed, violet eyes strobing. “A student who even I foolishly thought had hope. But 
if Sophie wins with that pathetic prince, I will not stand by, Clarissa. I will not allow the School 
Master, nor you and your arrogant beasts, to destroy my life’s work. Hear me now. Let Sophie 
compete in that Trial and you are risking more than just her life. You are risking war.” 

The room went dead silent. 


Professor Dovey cleared her throat. “Perhaps she can compete next year—” 

Sophie slumped in relief. 

“You cave to Evil!” Professor Espada cried. 

“Only to protect the girl—” Dovey said weakly— 

“But the Everboy will still love her!” Anemone warned. 

“A week in the Doom Room will fix that,” said Lady Lesso. 

“Still can’t find the Beast,” said Sheeba— 

“Then get a new one!” Lady Lesso snarled. 

“How about a vote?” chirped Uma. 

“VOTES ARE FOR SISSIES!” Castor roared, and teachers burst into a rumpus. Uma’s quail 
poop-bombed the Evil teachers, Castor tried to eat the bird, and Pollux managed to lose his head 
again, before someone whistled with loud authority. Everyone turned to the man standing in the 
corner of the burned room. 

“This school has one mission and one mission only,” said Professor Sader. “To protect the 
balance between Good and Evil. If Sophie’s participation in the Trial disturbs this balance, then 
she must be disqualified immediately. Luckily for us, the proof of this balance is in front of your 
eyes.” 

Everyone’s gaze shifted. Sophie tried to see what they were looking at, then realized they were 
all looking in different directions. 

“Are we in agreement the balance is intact?” said Professor Sader. 

No one argued. 

“Then Sophie will compete in the Trial by Tale and we have nothing more to discuss.” 

Sophie swallowed a scream. 

“Always so sensible, August,” said Lady Lesso, standing up. “Thankfully, the girl’s failures 
have ensured she will spend most of the Trial without the boy protecting her. Let us hope that 
she dies so brutally no one would dare repeat her mistakes. Only then will her story have the 
ending it deserves. Perhaps one even fit for a painting.” 

She swept from the room and the Evil teachers followed her. 

As the Good faculty filed out, muttering to each other in pairs, Professor Dovey and Professor 
Sader emerged last. They walked in silence, her high-necked chartreuse gown rustling against his 
shamrock-green suit. 

“What if she dies, August?” Clarissa asked. 

“What if she lives?” said Sader. 

Clarissa stopped. “You still believe it’s true?” 

“I do. As do I believe it true the Storian started her fairy tale.” 

“But it’s impossible—it’s lunacy—it’s—” Clarissa flushed with horror. “This is why you 
intervened?” 

“On the contrary, I haven’t intervened,” Sader said. “Our duty is to let the story take its course 


” 


“No! What have you—” Professor Dovey’s hand flew to her mouth—“This is why you send a 
girl to risk her life? Because you believe your spurious prophecy?” 

“There is far more at stake here than one girl’s life, Clarissa.” 

“She’s just a girl! An innocent girl!” Professor Dovey gasped, welling furious tears. “Her 
blood is on your hands!” 

As she fled, sniffles echoing down the stairs, Professor Sader’s hazel eyes clouded with doubt. 


He couldn’t see Sophie crouched next to him, trying to stop herself from shivering. 


Awash in the Clearing’s crinkly leaves, Kiko wrapped her shawl tighter and licked her spiced 
corn cob. 

“So I asked every girl if they’d say yes to Tristan and they all said no! So that means he has to 
ask me! He could go alone, of course, but if a boy goes alone to the Ball, he only gets half ranks 
and Tristan likes using the Groom Room so he’ll definitely ask me. Well, Tristan could ask you, 
but you told him to marry Tedros, so I don’t think he likes you. I can’t believe you said that. As 
if princes could marry each other. Then what would we do?” 

Agatha chomped on her cob to drown her out. Across the Clearing, she saw Sophie and Tedros 
arguing ferociously in the mouth of the tree tunnel. It looked like Sophie was trying to apologize 
and embrace him— kiss him, even—but Tedros shoved her away. 

“Are you listening to me?” 

Agatha turned. “Wait. So if a girl doesn’t get asked to the Ball, then she fails and suffers a 
punishment worse than death. But if a boy doesn’t go to the Ball, he gets half ranks? How is that 
fair!” 

“Because it’s the truth,” Kiko said. “A boy can choose to be alone if he wants. But if a girl 
ends up alone... she might as well be dead.” 

Agatha swallowed. “That’s ridiculous—” 

Something dropped in her basket. 

Agatha glanced up to see Sophie meet her eyes as Tedros dragged her into the Evers line. 

As Kiko jabbered on, Agatha pulled a luscious pink rose bloom from her basket, then saw it 
was made of parchment. With the deftest care, she undid the flower in the lap of her dress. 

The note only had three words. 

I need you. 


20 


Secrets and Lies 


The cockroach darted under the door of Room 66 and nearly jumped from its shell. It gawped at 


shattered glass, noosed dresses, three sleeping witches—and skittered out before any of them 
saw her. 





But one of them did see the roach. 
And the swan on its stomach. 


Antennae whisking right and left, Agatha tracked Sophie’s perfume down crooked stairs and 
dank halls (nearly succumbing to a shifty male roach along the way), until she found its source in 
the common room. The first thing she saw inside was shirtless Hort, face clenched red like a 
toddler on the toilet. With a last grunt of effort, he peered down at his chest and two brand-new 
hairs sticking out of it. 

“Yeah! Whose talent can beat that!” 


On the next couch, Sophie buried her nose deeper in Spellcasting for Idiots. 
She heard two insect clicks and looked up urgently. Hort puffed his chest and winked. She 
turned in horror, then saw lipstick scrawled on the floor behind her couch. 


“BATHROOM. BRING CLOTHES.” 


Sophie despised the Evil bathrooms, but at least they were a safe place to meet. Nevers seemed 
to have a phobia of toilets and avoided them entirely. (She had no idea what prompted this fear 
or where they relieved themselves, but she preferred not to think about it.) The door moaned as 
she slipped into the dim iron cell. Two torches flickered on the rusted wall, elongating the 
shadows of stalls. As she crept towards the last one, slivers of pale skin peeked through iron slits. 

“Clothes?” 

Sophie slid them under the stall. 

The door opened and Agatha tramped out in Hort’s frog pajamas, arms crossed. 

“T don’t have anything else!” Sophie whimpered. “My roommates hanged all mine!” 

“No one likes you these days,” Agatha shot back, hiding her glowing finger. “I wonder why.” 

“Look, I’m sorry! I couldn’t just go home! Not when I finally got my prince!” 

“You? You got your prince?” 

“Well, it was mostly me...” 

“You said you wanted to go home. You said we’re a team! That’s why I helped you!” 

“We are a team, Agatha! Every princess needs a sidekick!” 

“Sidekick! Sidekick!” Agatha shouted. “Well, let’s see how our heroine manages all by 


herself!” 
She broke away. Sophie grabbed her arm. “I tried to kiss him! But he doubts me now!” 
“Let go—” 


“I need your help—” 

“And I won’t give it,” Agatha spat, elbowing past her. “You’re a liar, a coward, and a fraud.” 

“Then why did you even come?” Sophie said, eyes welling. 

“Watch out. Crocodile tears mean crocodile wrinkles,” Agatha sneered from the door. 

“Please. I’ll do anything!” Sophie blubbered— 

Agatha swiveled. “Swear you’ll kiss him the first chance you get. Swear on your life.” 

“I swear!” Sophie cried. “I want to go home! I don’t want them to kill me!” 

Agatha stared at her. “Huh?” 

Complete with voices and gestures, Sophie hysterically replayed the faculty meeting, failed 
challenges, and fight with Tedros. 

“We’re getting too close to the end, Sophie,” Agatha said, now ghost white. “Someone always 
dies at the end of a fairy tale!” 

“What do we do now?” Sophie squeaked. 

“You win that Trial and kiss Tedros the moment you do.” 

“But I can’t survive! I have three hours alone without Tedros protecting me!” 

“You won’t be alone,” Agatha grumped. 

“I won't?” 

“You'll have fairy godroach under your collar, conjuring you out of trouble. Only this time, if 
you don’t kiss your prince on cue, Pll curse you with every Evil spell I know until you do!” 

Sophie threw her arms around her. “Oh, Agatha, I’m a terrible friend. But Pll have my whole 


life to make it up to you.” 

Footsteps echoed down the hall. “Go!” Agatha whispered. “I need to Mogrify!” 

Sophie gave her a last hug and, aglow with relief, snuck from the bathroom and back to Hort’s 
protection. A minute later, a cockroach followed and dashed for the stairwell. 

Neither noticed the red tattoo smoldering through shadows. 


Per tradition, there were no classes the day before the Trial. Instead, the 15 Ever and 15 Never 
challengers were given time to scout the Blue Forest. So while unpicked students worked on 
Circus talents, Sophie followed Tedros through the gates, keenly aware of the chill between 
them. 

Though the rest of the grounds had fallen prey to a slow autumnal death, the Blue Forest 
glistened, lush as ever, in midday sun. All week, the students had tried to wheedle out of their 
teachers what obstacles the challengers would face but they professed ignorance. The School 
Master designed the Trial in secret, giving professors only the power to secure its borders. 
Teachers couldn’t even watch the contest, since he cast a veiling spell over the Blue Forest for 
the whole night. 

“The School Master forbids our interference,” Professor Dovey mumbled to her class, clearly 
distraught. “He prefers Trials to simulate the dangers of the Woods beyond reason or 
responsibility.” 

But as the competitors crowded into the Forest behind Sophie and Tedros, none of them could 
believe that a night from now, this beautiful playground would turn into a hellish gauntlet. 
Together, the Evers and Nevers herded past the sparkling fronds of the Fernfield, snacking 
possums in the Pine Glen, the Blue Brook tumbling with trout, before they remembered they 
were enemies and split up. 

Tedros shoved past Sophie. “Follow me.” 

“Pll go on my own,” she said softly. “I haven't earned your protection.” 

Tedros turned. “Beatrix said you cheated to get to number one. Is that true?” 

“Of course not!” 

“Then why did you fail all the pre-Trial challenges?” 

Tears pearled Sophie’s eyes. “I wanted to prove I could survive without you. So you’d be 
proud of me.” 

Tedros stared at her. “You lost... on purpose?” 

She nodded. 

“Are you insane!” he exploded. “The Nevers—they’ll kill you!” 

“Y ou d risk your life to prove I’m Good,” Sophie sniffled. “I’m willing to fight for you, too.” 

For a moment, Tedros looked like he might clobber her. Then the red seeped from his cheeks 
and he grabbed her in his arms. “When I come through those gates, promise me you’! be there.” 

“T promise,” Sophie wept. “For you, I promise.” 

Tedros gazed into her eyes. Sophie puckered her perfectly glossed lips . . . 

“You’re right, you should explore on your own,” her prince said, pulling away. “You need to 
feel confident in here without me. Especially after losing so many challenges.” 

“But—but—” 

“Stay away from Nevers, all right?” 

He squeezed her hand and sprinted to catch up with Everboys in the pumpkin patch. 
Chaddick’s sharp voice echoed. “Still a villain, mate. Won't get special treatment from us. .. .” 


Sophie didn’t hear Tedros’ response. She stood alone in the silent glen, under a blue mistletoe 
tree. 

“We’re still here,” she grouched. 

“Maybe if you had delivered my lines like I said them!” the roach retorted under her collar. 

“Three hours alone isn’t so bad,” Sophie sighed. “I mean, Nevers can’t use nonapproved 
spells. All we can do is start a storm or turn into a sloth. What could they possibly do to me?” 

Something grazed her head. She whipped around and saw a gash in the oak trunk, right where 
she was standing. Impish Vex straddled a branch above her, sharp stick in hand. 

“Just curious to see how tall you were,” Vex said. 

Doughy, bald Brone waddled in from behind another oak and checked the mark. “Yeah, she’ll 
fit.” 

Sophie gaped at them. 

“Like I said,” Vex said, wagging pointy ears. “Just curious.” 

“Dm going to die!” Sophie wailed as she fled the Forest. 

“Not with me there,” Agatha said, pincers curled. “I beat them all in your classes and will beat 
them again tomorrow. Just focus on getting the kis—” Something smacked her head. 

“What in the—” 

Agatha looked down at a dead roach in the grass. Four more landed beside it. 

Slowly Sophie and Agatha craned up to see the Evil Towers billowing pink mist, dead insects 
raining off balconies into the Clearing. 

“What’s going on?” Sophie said. 

“Extermination,” a voice answered. 

Sophie turned to Hester, arms folded against the Forest gates. “Apparently they’ve been 
running around our school at night. Couldn’t have the risk of plague, of course. After your friend 
was sick.” 

Hester picked a thrashing bug off her shoulder. 

“Besides, a good reminder to anything that tries to go where it doesn’t belong, don’t you 
think?” 

She licked the roach into her mouth and glided back into the Forest, leaves crunching under her 
feet. 

Sophie gasped. “Do you think she knows you’re a roach?” 

“Of course she knows, you idiot!” 

Nevers’ voices neared from the Forest. 

“Go!” Agatha hissed, scrambling down Sophie’s leg. “We can’t meet again!” 

“Wait! How do I survive the Tria—” 

But Agatha had vanished into the Good tunnel, leaving Sophie to fend for herself. 


With the fairies doing curfew inspections from the first floors up, Agatha had just enough time to 
sneak to the breezeways and cross to Valor. Like all the teachers, Sader’s bedchamber adjoined 
his study. Break its lock and she could surprise him in his bed. She didn’t care if the creep didn’t 
want to answer questions. She’d tie him to his bed if she had to. 

Agatha knew it was a terrible plan, but what choice did she have? She couldn’t sneak into the 
Trial now and Sophie would never last alone for three hours. Sader was their last hope to get 
home. 

The stairs led right to his study, the lone door on Valor’s sixth floor. There was a stream of 


raised blue dots across its marble. Agatha ran her finger over them. 

“No students allowed on this floor,” boomed Sader’s voice. “Return to your room 
immediately.” 

Agatha grabbed the doorknob and pointed her glowing finger at the lock— 

The door creaked open on its own. 

Sader wasn’t inside, but he hadn’t been gone long. The sheets in his bedroom were rumpled, 
the tea on his desk warm. . . . Agatha skulked around his study, its shelves, chairs, floor all 
suffocated with books. The desk was buried three feet under them, but there were a few open on 
top of the pile, lines of colorful dots highlighted by prickly silver stars in the margins. She swept 
her hand across one of these marked lines and a misty scene exploded out of the book to a 
woman’s sharp voice: 

“A ghost cannot rest until it has fulfilled its purpose. For that, it must use the body of a seer.” 

Agatha watched a scraggy ghost crash into the body of a bearded old man, before the mist 
cycloned back into the page. She touched the starred lines in the next book: 

“In a seer’s body, a spirit may last only seconds before both seer and spirit will be destroyed.” 

Before her eyes, two floating bodies merged, then crumbled to dust. 

She ran her fingers across more of the starred lines. 

“Only the strongest seers can host a spirit—” 

“Most seers die before the ghost ever takes hold—” 

Agatha grimaced. What was his obsession with seer— 

Her heart stopped. 

Prophecy, said the teachers. 

Could Sader see the future? 

Could he see if they got home? 

“Agatha!” 

Professor Dovey gaped through the doorway. “Sader’s alarm—I thought it was a roach—a 
student! Out of bed after curfew!” 

Agatha scurried past her for the stairs. “Two weeks cleaning toilets!” her teacher squawked. 

Agatha glanced back to see Professor Dovey sweep her hands over Sader’s books with a 
frown. She caught Agatha watching and magically slammed the door. 


That night, both girls dreamt of home. 

Sophie dreamt she was fleeing Hester through pink fog. She tried to scream Agatha’s name, 
but a roach crawled from her mouth instead. At last she found a stone well and swam to its 
bottom, only to find herself in Gavaldon. She felt strong arms, and her father carried her to her 
house, which smelled of meat and milk. She needed the toilet, but he took her to the kitchen, 
where a pig hung on a gleaming hook. A woman drummed red nails on the counter. Tsk, tsk, tsk. 
“Mother?” Sophie cried. Before the woman could turn, her father kissed Sophie good night, 
opened the oven, and threw her in. 

Sophie woke with a jolt so hard she smashed her head on the wall and knocked herself out. 

Agatha dreamt Gavaldon was on fire. A trail of burning black dresses led her up Graves Hill 
and when she got to the top she found a grave instead of her house. She heard sounds from 
within and started digging, hearing voices now, nearer, nearer, until she woke to them next door 


“You said it was important!” Tedros barked. 


“The Nevers said she cheats with Agatha!” Beatrix said. 

“Sophie’s not friends with Agatha! Agatha’s a witch—” 

“They both are! Agatha turns into a cockroach to give her answers!” 

“A cockroach? You’re not just petty and jealous, but completely insane 

“They’re both villains, Teddy, they’re using you!” 

“You’re the one listening to Nevers! You know why Sophie lost those challenges? She wanted 
to keep me safe! If that’s a villain, then what are you—” 

With wind rumpling her curtains, Agatha couldn’t hear the rest, but soon the door thumped and 
Tedros traipsed away. Agatha tried to go back to sleep, but found herself staring at the pink 
paper flower shivering on her marble night table, like a rose on a grave. 

She yelped, clobbered by an idea. 

All the rooms in the hall looked dark except for the Trial Evers’, who were staying up until 
dawn to prepare for the following night. In her lace dressing gown, Agatha tiptoed barefoot up 
the pink glass stairs, eyes pinned upward for fairies or teachers. 

Five floors down, Tedros glared up at her through the spiral gap, suddenly wondering if 
Beatrix had told the truth. 

Leaving his boots at the bottom, he followed Agatha through the breezeway to Honor’s fourth 
floor, occupied entirely by the Library of Virtue. Crouching in knee-high black socks, he peeked 
in to see her disappear into the gold coliseum of books, two stories high and impeccably kept by 
a leathery tortoise, fast asleep on a titanic library log, feathered pen in hand. As soon as Agatha 
found what she needed, she sneaked out past the reptile and the prince, who failed to get a 
glimpse of the book in her hands. Her steps diminished in the sea-blue breezeway and soon she 
was gone. 

Tedros clenched his teeth. What murderous plan did the witch have? Was Sophie in on it and 
planning to betray him? Were the two villains still friends? The prince lurched to his feet, heart 
thundering—then heard an odd scratching sound. 

Turning, he saw the feathered pen magically finish writing in the tortoise’s log, and fall back 
into the snoring creature’s hand. Eyes narrowed, he moved in to peer at the log. 
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Tedros snorted. Berating himself for doubting his princess, he went to retrieve his boots. 


The rules of the Trial by Tale were few and precise. At the moment the sun went down, the first 
two challengers would enter the Blue Forest. Every fifteen minutes, another two would enter 
according to their pre-Trial ranks, until the last pair entered more than three hours after the first. 
Once inside, Nevers could attack Evers with their talents and any spell learned in class, while 
Evers could defend themselves with approved weapons or counterspells. The School Master’s 
conjures would hunt them both. There were no other rules. It was the challenger’s duty to 
recognize mortal danger and drop his enchanted handkerchief; the moment it touched ground, he 
would be safely removed from the Trial. Upon the first glint of sunrise, the wolves would call the 
end and whoever returned through the gates would be named the winner. There had never been 
more than one. Quite often, there were none at all. 

Winter arrived with naughty timing, blowing glacial gusts into the Clearing just as the 
challengers entered. Everboys each carried a blue kite-shaped shield matching their navy cloak 


and a single weapon; most had chosen bows and arrows (blunted by Professor Espada to stun, 
rather than injure), though Chaddick and Tedros had opted for heavy training swords. Nearby, 
Evergirls quietly practiced their animal calls and tried to look as helpless as possible so boys 
would take them under their wings. 

Across the field, the Trial Nevers hunched against bare trees in their cloaks, eyeing unchosen 
students crowd in from the tunnels. The unpicked Evers were ready for a slumber party, with 
pillows, blankets, baskets of spinach mousselines, creamy chicken crepes, bell pepper skewers, 
elderflower custard, and pitchers of cherry grenadine. Meanwhile, the unpicked Nevers hovered 
near their tunnel in slippers and nightcaps, ready to flee at their team’s first sign of humiliation. 

While the wolves passed out the enchanted silk handkerchiefs—white for Evers, red for Nevers 
—Castor and Pollux lined up the competitors in order of their entrance. Because they fared worst 
in the pre-Trial challenges, Sophie and Kiko would enter exactly at sundown. Brone and Tristan 
would enter 15 minutes later, then Vex and Reena 15 minutes after that, and the pairs would 
continue until Hester and Tedros entered last. 

At the back of the line, the prince took his white handkerchief from the wolf. 

“Won’t be needing this,” he muttered, and stuffed it in his boot. 

At the front of the line, Sophie clenched her red kerchief, ready to drop it the moment she 
entered. She wished she had paid more attention during the fitting. Her tunic drooped at the 
bosom, the cloak dragged on the ground, and the blue hood fell so far over her face it looked like 
she had no hea— 

How could she think about clothes! Frantic, she scanned the crowd. Still no sign of Agatha. 

“We’ve heard rumors that unqualified students may try to sneak into the Trial,” Pollux said 
next to Castor, an imposing two-headed shadow in waning light. “This year we’ve taken extra 
precautions.” 

At first, Sophie thought he was referring to the wolves guarding every inch of gate. But then 
Castor lit a torch and she saw the gates were no longer made of gold—but of giant black and red 
spiders, crisscrossing magically with stingers poised. 

Her heart sank. How could she sneak Agatha in now? 

“If anyone cheats, they deserve to die.” 

She turned. 

“And I don’t put it past any of those villains,” Tedros said, golden cheeks ruddy with cold. He 
took her hand, still gripping her kerchief. “You can’t, Sophie. You can’t drop it.” 

Without Agatha feeding lines, Sophie just nodded helplessly. 

“When we team up, they’ll do anything to take one of us out—Evers, Nevers, School Master 
too,” said her prince. “We need to protect each other. I need you to have my back.” 

Sophie nodded. 

“You don’t have anything to say?” 

“A kiss for luck?” she squeaked. 

“In front of the whole school?” Tedros cocked a smile. “That’s an idea.” 

Sophie lit up and thrust out her lips with relief. “A long one,” she sighed. “Just in case.” 

“Oh Pll give you a long one,” he grinned. “When we win. Right before I carry you into the 
Good castle.” 

Sophie gagged. “But—but—suppose we don’t—” 

Tedros gently pulled the red silk from her trembling fingers. 

“We’re Good, Sophie,” he said tucking it deep in her coat pocket. “And Good always wins.” 


In his clear blue eyes, Sophie saw Hester reflected behind her, hood lowered like the Grim 
Reaper. 

In a flash, the wolves shoved her and Kiko to opposite ends of the North Gate. Hairy spiders 
hissed in her face and she lost her breath. Panicked, her eyes lurched to the School Master’s 
tower, lording over the Forest. In the last shred of sun, she could see his silhouette, watching 
from the window. Sophie whipped around looking for Agatha to save her, but all she saw was 
the sky fall dark over the Forest. From the School Master’s tower came a blast of silver sparks 
that veiled the Forest in a blurring haze— 

“FIRST PAIR READY!” Castor boomed. 

“No—wait!—” 

Paws grabbed Sophie from behind and flung her into spiders. Hundreds of furry pincers probed 
her skin as she screamed. Clicking with permission, they magically parted, leaving her alone in 
the Forest’s torch-lit threshold. Wolves howled. Spiders sealed behind her. 

The Trial had begun. 
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Terrified, Sophie spun towards Kiko. They had to stay together— 


But Kiko was scampering east towards the Blueberry Fields, peeping back to make sure she 
wasn’t following. 





Quickly Sophie took the west trail towards the Blue Brook, where she could hide under its 
bridge. She had expected the Forest to be pitch-dark and made Hort teach her a fire spell during 
breakfast. But tonight the trees fluoresced with an ice-blue, blacklit sheen, glazing the Forest in 
arctic glow. Though the effect was ominous, she breathed relief. A flaming torch would have 
made her an easy target. 

As she waded into the Fernfield, Sophie felt electric-blue fronds kiss her neck. Her body 
relaxed. She’d imagined a nonstop siege of horrors. But the Forest was quieter than she’d ever 
seen it. No skulking animals. No ominous howls. Just her in an ethereal meadow, wind 
strumming blades like harp strings. 

As she waded through head-high ferns, she thought of Agatha. Did a teacher catch her brewing 
a plan? Did Hester intercept her? 

Sophie felt pinpricks of sweat. 

Or is Agatha afraid to help me? 

For if she won with Tedros, no one could deny her switching schools. She could rule Good as 


their beneficent Captain. She could have her prince for Ever After and the life of a queen. Sophie 
gritted her teeth. If only she hadn’t made that promise about going home! If only she could win 
this Trial alone, then she wouldn’t have to keep it! 

She stopped in her tracks. But I can! Look at me! I’m doing just fi— 

A scream echoed. White sparks sprayed into the sky. Kiko had surrendered. 

Sophie’s legs jellied. How long would it take Kiko’s attacker to find her? What was she 
thinking? She couldn’t last here! She yanked the kerchief from her pocket, unleashed vermillion 
red, and— 

CRACK! Something dropped from above and landed at her feet. She stared down at a scroll of 
parchment, wrapped with a strip of fabric. 

Fabric glowing with angry green frogs. 

Sophie looked up and saw a white dove high above the trees. The dove tried to fly down— 

CRACK! A barrier of flames exploded across the sky if it got even close to the trees. The 
faculty had taken no chances. 

Sophie urgently pulled open the scorched scroll— 
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Sophie slumped with relief. A tulip! No one would ever find her! Oh, how could she doubt 
Agatha? Sweet, loyal Agatha! Sophie guiltily balled the red kerchief back in her pocket and 
followed the dove. 

To get to the Tulip Garden by trail, she’d have to cross the Turquoise Thicket, then the 
Pumpkin Patch, and finally the Sleeping Willow Bosk. As she followed Agatha out of the ferns 
into the dense Thicket, phosphorescent leaves lit up the trail with wintry blue light. Sophie could 
see every scratch and scar on the lucent trunks, including the gash Vex had made above her head. 

Wind suddenly swept through and leaves flickered over the trail. She couldn’t see Agatha 
through the treetops. Sophie heard muffled grunts—human? animal?—but she didn’t stop to find 
out. Kiko’s scream thundering in her head, she fled down the trail, snatching at her dragging 
cloak. Tripping over shrubs and stumps, she ducked stabbing boughs, flung through tentacles of 
blue leaves, until she glimpsed pumpkins and an impatient dove between two shining tree trunks 

Someone stood between them. A little girl in a red cape and hood. 

“Excuse me?” Sophie called. “I need to pass.” 

The red-headed stranger looked up. It wasn’t a child at all. She had cloudy blue eyes, rosy 
blush on her wrinkled, spotted cheeks, and thick gray hair pulled into two ponytails. 

Sophie frowned. She loathed old women. 


“T said I need to pass.” 

The woman didn’t move. 

Sophie marched towards her—“ Are you deaf?” 

The crone dropped her red cloak and revealed a hawk’s dirty, bloated body. Sophie shrank 
back, heard an earsplitting caw and swiveled to two more old bird-women moving towards her. 

Harpies. 

Agatha had taught her—Sweet-talkers? Blind walkers? 

Then she saw their gnarled talons, tapping, sharp as blades. 

Child eaters. 

They pounced with terrible screams and Sophie ducked under a wing as the shrieking monsters 
dove after her, ugly faces contorted with rage. She raced through bushes to hide, but every corner 
of the thicket was spotlit blue. Harpies snapped at her neck and she fumbled for her pocket, 
touching red silk—her cloak snagged her foot and she crashed in mulch. Claws sank into her 
back and she screamed as she was lifted off ground, flailing for her kerchief. The Harpies opened 
their jaws to her face— 

The thicket went dark. 

Shrieks of confusion—claws released her and Sophie plunged into dirt. In blackness, she 
scrambled through gouging twigs until her hands found a log and she hid behind it. She could 
hear talons scraping blindly through dirt, furious grunts growing closer. Sophie sprang back and 
slammed into a rock with a cry. The monsters heard her and lunged for her head— 

The thicket lit back up. 

The Harpies craned their beaks to see Agatha the Dove hovering high, wingtip glowing orange. 
Agatha waved her wing and the thicket went dark. Agatha waved it again and the thicket went 
light. Dark then light, dark then light, until the Harpies got the point and two flew for Agatha, 
who squawked fearfully in place— 

“Fly!” Sophie screamed, but Agatha flailed and thrashed as if she’d forgotten how. Twin 
monsters gnashed for the helpless dove, tearing higher, faster, until they had her in claws’ reach 
Flames exploded across the barrier with a cruel crack and they fell, charred feathers and flesh. 

The last Harpy gawked at their smoking bodies. Slowly it looked up. Agatha smiled and waved 
her glowing wing. The thicket lit up. The monster swiveled— 

Sophie smashed its head with a rock. 

In the Forest’s silence, she panted and bled, alone on the ground, legs shaking under her cloak. 

Sophie glared into the sky. 

“T want to switch places!” 

But the dove was already halfway to the Pumpkin Patch. Sophie could do nothing but follow 
miserably, hand gripping her kerchief inside her pocket. 

Across the silent patch, pumpkins fluoresced a thousand shades of blue. Sophie stepped onto 
the dirt trail that snaked through the lit orbs, mumbling to herself that these were pumpkins, only 
pumpkins, and even a School Master couldn’t make one scary. She rushed ahead to keep up with 
Agatha— 

Dark silhouettes on the trail. Two people in front of her. 

“Hello?” Sophie called. 

They didn’t move. 

Heart thundering, Sophie stepped closer. There were more than two. Ten at least. 


“What do you want!” she screamed. 

No answer. 

She inched closer. They were seven feet tall, with spindly bodies, faces like skulls, and 
crooked hands made of... 

Straw. 

Scarecrows. 

Sophie exhaled. 

The scarecrows lined both sides of the trail, dozens of them on wooden crosses, guarding the 
pumpkins with outstretched arms. From behind, glowing pumpkins lit their profiles, revealing 
shredded brown shirts, bald burlap heads, and black witch hats. As she walked slowly between 
them, Sophie saw their terrible faces—eyeholes ripped out of burlap, jagged pig noses, and sewn, 
lecherous grins. Spooked, she hurried forward, eyes on the path. 

“Help me...” 

She froze. The voice came from the scarecrow next to her. A voice she knew. 

It can’t be, Sophie thought. She pushed on. 

“Help me, Sophie...” 

Now there was no mistaking it. 

Sophie willed herself forward. My mother’s dead. 


“I’m inside . . .” the voice rasped behind her, weak with agony. 
Sophie’s eyes filled with tears. She’s dead. 
“I’m trapped...” 


Sophie turned. 

The scarecrow wasn’t a scarecrow anymore. 

A man she knew gazed back at her from the wooden cross. Under the black hat, his eyes were 
gray and pupil-less. Instead of hands, he had two meat hooks. 

Sophie paled. “Father... ?” 

He cracked his neck and carefully pried himself from his cross. 

Sophie backed up, right into another scarecrow. It was her father too, wresting off his cross. 
Sophie whirled and all the scarecrows were her father, climbing off their stakes and walking 
towards her, meat hooks gleaming in chilly blue light. 

“Father—it’s me—” 

They kept coming. Sophie backed against a cross—“It's me—Sophie—” 

Far ahead, the dove looked back and saw Sophie cowering, screaming, as scarecrows stood 
peacefully still on the sides of the trail. Agatha yelped— 

Sophie tripped on a pumpkin and fell. She spun to see her father’s face again and again, devoid 
of mercy. 

“Father, please!” 

The scarecrows raised their hooks. Sophie’s heart stopped—she choked a last breath and 
closed her eyes to slashing steel— 

Water. 

Cool, pristine water. 

Her eyes fluttered open to a storm. 

The patch was deserted. Just scarecrows on crosses, falling to pieces in rain. 

Hovering high in the storm, Agatha waved her glowing wing and the rain stopped. 

Sophie crumpled to the flooded path. “I can't... I can’t survive this...” 


Howls in the distance. Her eyes widened. 

The next pair had entered the Forest. 

Alarmed, the dove shrieked back at her and flew towards the Willow Bosk. 

Shivering, Sophie staggered up and followed, shaken that a heart so haunted could still keep 
beating. 

The long, thin trail through the Sleeping Willows sloped downhill, so Sophie could see the 
ghostly blue glow of the Tulip Garden at the bottom. One last push and she’d be safe among its 
flowers. For a moment, she questioned why Agatha hadn’t made her turn into a tree or blade of 
grass near the gates—then remembered that Yuba had taught them to spot enchanted trees and 
that grass would be trampled by night’s end. No, Agatha had chosen well. One tulip in 
thousands. She’d be safe till dawn. 

As Sophie crept through the willows, her eyes darted around for the next threat. But the 
sapphire trees stood sentinel along the trail, long dangling branches glittering like chandeliers. 
As she drifted through, leaves shed over her in slow, beautiful rhythm, beads slipping off 
bracelets. 

Something is here. Don’t be fooled. 

Wolves howled again at the gates and her stomach seized. 

At least four others in the Forest now: Brone, Tristan . . . then who? Why hadn’t she learned 
the order! She had to get to the tulips before they found her! Sophie broke into a breathless 
sprint, chasing the dove ahead. She didn’t notice that the faster she ran, the faster the starry 
willow leaves shed, showering her in suspicious comets of light. 

Then her head went heavy, her legs weak . . . 

No... 

Assaulted by leaves, she slowed to a stumbling limp. 

Sleeping Willows... 

Flying overhead, Agatha looked down and screeched. 

Sophie lumbered forward, smelling the tulips . . . Few more steps... 

She collapsed, the flowers ten feet away. 

Agatha waved her glowing wing, sparking an explosion of thunder. Sophie didn’t move. 
Agatha tried spells for rain, sleet, snow, but no response. Frantic, she squawked Sophie’s favorite 
song, a wretched ode to princes and weddings— 

Sophie’s eyes peeked open. 

Ecstatic, the dove kept warbling, more off-key with every note— 

Agatha choked. 

Blue hoods. 

Two in the Thicket, two in the Pumpkin Patch, two more near the gates. She couldn’t tell who 
they were, but they were all frozen, carefully discerning the precise source of the song they’d just 
heard. 

Then they started running towards the tulips. 

Agatha glanced at Sophie, splayed in dirt—then at blue hoods coming to kill her— 

On the ground, Sophie dug her nails into earth and nosed forward a few inches. 

Sensing her escape, the willows shed faster, paralyzing her muscles. Agatha flailed helplessly, 
dove beak whipping between Sophie and her hunters. 

Panting, grunting, Sophie clawed herself through the last patch of willows, dirt turning to 
loamy petals beneath her. Exultant, she collapsed into big, blue flowers and inhaled their scent, 


reviving instantly. She shoved a tulip bud in her mouth, grabbed Agatha’s note from her pocket, 
finger glowing pink— 

“FLORADORA FLEUR—” 

She froze. 

Across the Tulip Garden, Brone and Vex smiled back at her, two tiny white fish thrashing in 
their hands. 

“That’s how you’re going to kill me?” Sophie snorted. “Fish?” 

“Wish Fish,” Brone corrected, fish turning black in their hands. 

“And we wish to be Hench Captains,” Vex smirked. 

The boys hurled the fish into the air—instantly they ballooned big as Sophie’s body and dove 
for her, snapping piranha teeth— 

Petrified, Sophie closed her eyes, felt her finger burn— 

Poof! Her pink fox dodged the swollen fish, which careened off the ground like bouncing balls. 
Sophie sprinted for her life between them, paws slipping on tulips— 

Faster! Need something faster! Her finger glowed, ready to help. Cheetah! Lion! Tiger! 

Poof! She was a slow pink warthog, waddling and farting. Sophie grunted in horror. The 
bouncy fish careened off a tree and lunged for her hide. She thrust out her glowing hoof, focused 
harder— 

Poof! She hurtled between them, a pink gazelle, and heard the fish crash into each other. 

Sophie limped into a clearing, heaving for air. Faint wolf howls at the gates sent shudders 
through her fur. More enemies on the way. 

Her big green eyes searched the dark sky for Agatha. Nothing but stars winking back at her. 

She looked back down and jumped. Across the clearing, Tristan and Chaddick stood in the 
moonlight. Face ice cold, Tristan drew an arrow into his bow. Chaddick pulled his sword. 

Sophie turned to run— 

Reena blocked her escape. The Arabian princess whistled and two golden wolf dogs slunk into 
the clearing behind her, baring knife-sharp teeth. 

Sophie spun to see Arachne skulk out of the trees, finger glowing. Two more Everboys drew 
arrows into their bows. 

Legs quivering, Sophie’s pink gazelle stood surrounded, waiting for her white dove to rescue 
her. 

“Now!” Chaddick screamed— 

Boys unleashed arrows, Arachne stabbed her finger, two dogs lunged as Sophie thrust out her 
shaking pink paw, closed her eyes— 

Arrows and curses sailed over her scaly rattlesnake head. Sophie hissed in relief, slithering 
towards the safety of trees . . . until a shadow cast over her. 

Reena’s wolf dog pounced and grabbed her in its mouth. 

Furious, Sophie felt her snake rattle burn pink— 

Elephant buttocks crushed the dog’s head as Sophie stampeded out of the clearing, trunk 
trumpeting in terror. Everboy arrows slammed into her massive pink rump and she crumpled to 
the grass in pain. Sophie glanced back at ten hooded assassins and two chomping fish, bouncing 
right for her. Helplessly cornered, she raised her glowing elephant trunk— 

Curses, arrows, swords, fish grazed her feathers as Sophie’s pink lovebird flapped into the air 


Screeching with triumph, she flew higher, higher, out of arrow reach, then saw the glint of 


flames at the barrier. Sophie recoiled in shock, only to feel something snare her wing. Slowly, a 
whip of water drew her towards a hooded figure in the Blue Brook. 

Sophie shrieked for help, but then more whips ensnared her, pulling her through branches to 
her captor in the stream, who lashed the water with a glowing green finger. Slowly the waters 
delivered Sophie’s lovebird into ashen hands as the shadow pulled back its hood. 

“You would have made a great witch, Sophie,” Anadil said, stroking her beak. “Even better 
than me.” 

The lovebird gazed up at her with pleading eyes. 

Anadil’s fingers crushed its tiny throat. The bird thrashed for breath, but Anadil pressed harder, 
and as Sophie’s eyes went dark, she knew the last thing she’d ever see was a flaming star fall 
majestically through sky, falling straight for the witch about to snap her neck— 

In a flash, a burning dove thieved Sophie out of Anadil’s hands, into wings afire, and up 
through frigid sky. 

As arrows tore through treetops, Agatha thrust out her glowing wingtip and arrows turned to 
daisies in the wind. She flew as long as she could on fire, Sophie clasped in her feet, then 
plunged into a dark pine glen and the birds smashed to the ground, tumbling over each other, 
snuffing out the flames. 

Whimpering, Agatha struggled to make her charred wing glow. It flickered—she and Sophie 
instantly turned human, both paralyzed with pain. Sophie glimpsed Agatha’s bare arms, blistered 
with burns. Before Sophie could cry out, Agatha’s eyes widened and she circled her glowing 
orange fingertip around them—“Floradora pinscoria!” 

They both turned to scrawny blue pine shrubs. 

Anadil stormed into the glen with Arachne. They peered into the deserted patch. 

“T told you they landed in the pumpkins,” Arachne said. 

“Then lead the way,” said Anadil. 

“Which of us gets to kill her?” Arachne said, turning— 

Anadil stunned her with a lightning bolt. She stripped the red kerchief from Arachne’s pocket 
and threw it to the ground. Red sparks shot into the air and Arachne vanished into thin air. 

“Me,” Anadil said. 

Red eyes narrowed, she took one last long look around. 

“Nick, I saw her over here!” called Chaddick, nearby. 

Anadil smiled wickedly and headed in his direction. 

In the dark, silent glen, two shrubs shivered side by side. 

The night had just begun. 


Outside the golden gates, the unchosen Evers and Nevers waited for Sophie’s name to vanish off 
the scoreboard like Kiko’s and Arachne’s. But as the hours passed and more names vanished— 
Nicholas, Mona, Tristan, Vex, Tarquin, Reena, Giselle, Brone, Chaddick, Anadil—Sophie’s 
stubbornly remained. 

Had Sophie and Tedros united? What would their victory mean? A prince and witch .. . 
together? 

As the hours passed, Good and Evil shared looks across the Clearing—first threatened . . . then 
curious .. . then hopeful . . . and before they knew it, they were drifting into each other’s sides, 
sharing blankets, crepes, and cherry grenadine. Evil thought it had corrupted Good and Good 
thought it had enlightened Evil, but it didn’t matter. 


For two sides soon turned into one, cheering on the Prince-Witch revolution. 


Inside the cold pine glen, two shrubs waited. 

They waited through silence, split open by screams. They waited through sounds of classmates 
fighting enemies and betraying friends. They waited as something snared child after child with 
angry splashes in the Brook. They waited as drooling trolls stomped past them, brandishing 
bloodstained hammers. They waited as red and white sparks painted the sky, until only four 
competitors remained. 

Then the Blue Forest went quiet for a very long time. 

Hunger tore at their stomachs. Cold glazed their leaves with frost. Sleep attacked their senses. 
But the two plants stayed rooted still until the sky bruised blue. Sophie held her breath, willing 
the sun to break through . . . 

Tedros limped into the glen. 

He had no cloak, no sword, only a brutally dented shield. His tunic was torn to shreds, the 
silver swan on his bare chest gleaming against welts and blood. The prince gazed into the 
lightening sky. Then he crumpled against a skeletal pine, sniffling softly. 

“Corpadora volvera,” Agatha whispered. “That’s the counterspell. Go to him!” 

“When the sun comes up,” Sophie whispered back. 

“He needs to know you’re okay!” 

“He’ll know in a few more minutes.” 

Tedros bolted straight. “Who’s there?” 

His eyes moved to Agatha’s and Sophie’s shrubs. Someone stepped from their shadows. 

Tedros backed against the tree. 

“Where’s your witch?” Hester hissed, unscathed in a clean cloak. 

“Safe,” Tedros said hoarsely. 

“Ah, I see,” Hester smirked. “So much for your team.” 

The prince tensed. “She knows I’m safe too. Otherwise she’d be here to fight with me.” 

“Are you sure about that?” Hester said, black eyes flashing. 

“That’s what makes us Good, Hester. We trust. We protect. We love. What do you have?” 

Hester smiled. “Bait.” 

She thrust out her glowing and red fingertip and the tattoo peeled off her neck, swelling with 
blood. Tedros backed up in shock as her demon engorged with blood, tighter, tighter, about to 
burst. Hissing an incantation, Hester’s eyes grayed and her skin lost all color. She sank to the 
ground in agony and howled in fury as if tearing her own soul apart. Then the demon’s body 
parts detached from each other . . . head, two arms, two legs. 

Five fractured pieces, each one alive. 

Tedros turned snow white. 

The five demon pieces blasted towards him, conjuring daggers instead of fire bolts. He 
bludgeoned the stabbing head and leg with his shield, but an arm sank a dagger into his thigh. 
With a cry, he batted the arm away, pulled the knife out of his leg, and clawed up the only tree in 
the glen— 

Agatha’s shrub whipped to Sophie—“Help him!” 

“And end in five pieces?” Sophie shot back. 

“He needs you!” 

“He needs me to be safe!” 


A demon leg hurled a knife at the prince’s head and he jumped just in time to a higher branch. 
The other four limbs ripped toward him, daggers raised— 

Trapped, he glanced down at Hester, weak on her knees, directing the demon fragments with a 
glowing finger. Tedros’ eyes widened, spotting something through the leaves. 

Red silk. In her boot. 

The fragments unleashed five knives point-blank, all aimed for his organs. Just as they pierced 
his shirt, he jumped out of the tree and landed on his wrist with a sickening crack. 

Hester saw him scraping towards her. She circled her finger savagely, bringing the demon parts 
back around with new knives. Tedros held her glare as he crawled towards her. Sneering, Hester 
raised her finger high and the demon limbs coiled back to kill him. This time there would be no 
mistake. She roared and the knives stabbed down—the prince lunged for her boot— 

Hester’s mouth opened in horror as Tedros pinned her red handkerchief to the ground. The 
knives clinked limply to dirt and the demon parts vanished. Then Hester vanished too, eyes 
shocked wide. 

Tedros collapsed on his back. Heaving for breath, he squinted into the pink sky. The sun was 
coming. 

“Sophie,” he croaked. 

He took a deep breath. 

“SOPHIE!” 

Agatha’s leaves drooped in relief. Then she saw Sophie’s shrub pruning its leaves. 

“What are yo—Go, you fool!” 

“Agatha, I don’t have clothes.” 

“At least call to him so he know—’” Agatha stopped. 

On the ground, a demon arm hadn’t fully vanished. It was flickering in midair, willing itself to 
stay. 

Then it slunk over the grass and picked a knife off the ground. 

“Sophie—Sophie, go—” 

“Sun will be up any minute—” 

“Sophie, go!” 

Sophie’s shrub swiveled and saw the knife rise over Tedros’ shoulder. She gasped and hid her 
eyes— 

The blade plunged. Tedros saw it hit his heart too late. 

A shield suddenly smashed the arm down. With a screech, the demon limb shriveled and 
disappeared. 

Dazed, Tedros stared at the shallow wound in his chest muscle, the bloody knife on his 
sternum. He looked up at Agatha, covering her body with his shield. 

“Still haven’t figured out the clothes bit,” she mumbled. 

Tedros leapt to his feet in shock. “But... you’re not even in... what are you...” 

He saw a shrub quivering behind her. Tedros stabbed his glowing gold fingertip—“Corpadora 
volvera!” Sophie fell forward and hid her body behind a shrub— 

“Agatha, I need clothes! Teddy, could you turn around?” 

Tedros shook his head. “But the library—that book . . . You did cheat!” 

“Teddy, we had to. .. . Agatha, help!” 

Agatha pointed her seared, glowing finger at Sophie to wrap her in vines but Tedros stayed her 
hand. 


“You said you’d fight with me!” he cried, eyes locked on Sophie behind the shrub. “You said 
you’d have my back!” 

“I knew you'd be fine— Agatha, please—” 

“You lied!” he said, voice breaking. “Everything you said was a lie! You were using me 
“That’s not true, Tedros! No princess would risk her own life! Even your truest love—” 
Tedros glowered, red hot. “Then why did she?” 

Sophie followed the prince’s eyes to Agatha, raw with burns. 

Agatha saw Sophie’s eyes slowly widen, as if discovering a knife stabbed into her back. But 
just as Agatha tried to defend herself, sunlight exploded into the glen and washed her body in 
gold. 

Wolves howled at the gates. Sounds of children and footsteps thundered through the Forest. 
“They did it!” 

“They won!” 

“Sophie and Tedros won!” 

Bodies burst into the glen. Panicked, Agatha lit up her finger and her dove flew away just as 
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students flooded into view— 


“Ever and Never!” shouted one. 

“Witch and prince!” shouted another. 

“All hail Sophie and Ted—” 

The Forest went quiet. 

From a tree, Agatha looked down at the unchosen Evers and Nevers surge in, then the fallen 
competitors, healed and cleaned by magic—all frozen as they took in the scene. 

Sophie cowering behind a bush. Tedros glaring down at her, eyes on fire. 

And they knew there would never be peace. 

Evers and Nevers shifted apart, enemies eternal. 

Neither side could hear the laughter from the tower, half shadowed, lording over them all. 
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Nemesis Dreams 


“Have you seen my pajamas?” Hort whimpered outside Sophie’s door. “The ones with frogs?” 
Swaddled in his tattered bedsheets, Sophie stared at a window she’d sealed dark with a black 
blanket. 





“My father made them for me,” Hort sniffled. “I can’t sleep without them.” 

But Sophie just gazed at the blackened window, as if there was something in the darkness only 
she could see. 

Hort brought up barley gruel, boiled eggs, browning vegetables from the Supper Hall, but she 
didn’t answer his knocks. For days, Sophie just lay still as a corpse, waiting for her prince to 
come. Soon her eyes dulled. She didn’t know what day it was. She didn’t know if it was moming 
or night. She didn’t know if she was asleep or awake. 

Somewhere in this grim fog the first dream came. 

Streaks of black and white, then she tasted blood. She gazed up into a storm of boiling red rain. 
She tried to hide, but she was strapped to a white stone table by violet thorns, her body tattooed 
in a strange script she’d seen before but couldn’t remember where. Three old hags appeared 
beside her, chanting and tracing the script on her skin with crooked fingers. Faster and faster the 
hags chanted until a steel knife, long and thin as a knitting needle, appeared in the air over her 
body. She tried to wrest free, but it was too late. The knife fell with vengeance, pain flooded her 
stomach, and something inside her was born. A pure white seed, then a milky mass, bigger, 


bigger, until she saw what it was.... A face . . . a face too blurry to see... . 

“Kill me now,” said the voice. 

Sophie jolted awake. 

Agatha sat on the edge of her bed, wrapped in Hort’s stained sheets. 

“I mean, I don’t even want to know what's on these.” 

Sophie didn’t look at her. 

“Come on. You can borrow my nose clips for Yuba’s class.” Agatha stood, lit by a small tear 
in the window. “Day three of ‘Know Your Animal Dung!” 

Strained silence ticked by. 

Agatha slumped to the bed. “What should I have done, Sophie? I couldn’t let him die.” 

“It’s not right,” Sophie said, almost to herself. “You and me... it’s not right.” 

Agatha scooted closer. “I only want the best for you—” 

“No,” said Sophie so sharply Agatha lurched back. 

“T just wanted to get us home!” 

“We’re not going home. You’ve seen to that.” 

“You think I wanted this?” Agatha said, exasperated. 

“Why are you here?” 

“Because I wanted to see how you were. I was worried about you!” 

“No. Why are you here,” Sophie said, looking at the window. “In my school. In my fairy tale.” 

“Because I tried to save you, Sophie! I tried to save you from the curse!” 

“Then why do you keep cursing me and my prince?” 

Agatha scowled. “That’s not my fault.” 

“T think it’s because deep down you don’t want me to find love, Agatha,” Sophie said, voice 
calm. 

“What? Of cour—” 

“I think you want me for yourself.” 

Agatha’s whole body went rigid. “That’s—” She swallowed. “That's stupid.” 

“The School Master was right,” Sophie said, still not looking at her. “A princess can’t be 
friends with a witch.” 

“But we are friends,” Agatha sputtered. “You’re the only friend I’ve ever had!” 

“You know why a princess can’t be friends with a witch, Agatha?” Slowly Sophie turned to 
face her. “Because a witch never has her own fairy tale. A witch has to ruin one to be happy.” 

Agatha fought back tears. “But I’m not—I’m not a witch—” 

“THEN GET YOUR OWN LIFE!” Sophie screamed. 

She watched the dove flee through the rip in the black window, then crawled back under her 
sheets until all the light was gone. 


That night, Sophie had her second dream. She was running through woods, hungrier than she’d 
ever been—until she found a deer with a human face, the same milky, blurred face she glimpsed 
the night before. She looked closer to see whose it was, but the deer’s face was now a mirror and 
in it, she could see her reflection. But it wasn’t hers. 

It was the Beast’s. 

Sophie woke in icy sweat, blood burning through her veins. 

Outside Room 34, Hort huddled in his underpants, reading The Gift of Loneliness by 
candlelight. 


The door cracked open behind him. “What is everyone saying about me?” 

Hort stiffened as if he’d heard a ghost. He turned, eyes wide. 

“I want to know,” said Sophie. 

She followed him into the dark hall, joints cracking. She couldn’t remember the last time she 
stood up. 

“T don’t see anything,” she said, searching for the glint of his chest’s swan crest. “Where are 
you?” 

“Over here.” 

A torch ignited, swathing Hort in firelight. She staggered back. 

Every inch of the black wall behind him was covered in posters, banners, graffiti— 
CONGRATULATIONS, CAPTAIN! TRIAL TRIUMPHANT! READER TO THE RESCUE!— 
accompanied by depraved cartoons of Evers suffering miserable deaths. Beneath the wall, 
carnivorous green bouquets littered the floor, carrying handwritten messages between the 
blooms’ sharp teeth: 


Wish I had your moves! 


Ravan 


You’re the ultimate Thief of Hearts! 


Mona 


Tedros deserved it! 


Your friend, Arachne 


Sophie looked dazed. “I don’t understand—” 

“Tedros said you used him to win the Trial!” Hort said. “Lady Lesso named it the ‘Sophie 
Trap’—said you even fooled her! Teachers are saying you’re the best Captain Evil has ever had. 
Look!” 

Sophie followed his eyes to a row of eel-green boxes amid the bouquets, wrapped with red 
ribbons. 

She opened the first to find a parchment card: 

HOPE YOU REMEMBER HOW TO USE IT. PROFESSOR MANLEY 

Beneath it was a black snakeskin cape. 

In the boxes that followed, Castor gifted her a dead quail, Lady Lesso left an ice-carved flower, 
and Sader enclosed her Trial cloak, asking if she might kindly donate it to the Exhibition of Evil. 

“What a genius trick,” Hort fawned, trying on the cape. “Hide as a plant, wait until Tedros and 
Hester are left, then charge in and take out Hester while Tedros is wounded. But why didn’t you 
finish Tedros off? Everyone’s asking, but he won't say anything. I said it’s ’cause the sun came 
up.” 

Hort saw Sophie’s expression and his smile vanished. 

“Tt was a trick, wasn’t it?” 

Sophie’s eyes filled with tears. She started to shake her head— 

But there was something else on the wall in front of her. 

A black rose, note speared through thorns, dripping with ink. 

Sophie took it into her hands. 


Cheater. Liar. Snake. 
You're right where you belong. 
All hail the witch. 


“Sophie? Who’s it from?” 

Heart throbbing, Sophie smelled the bitter black thorns laced with a scent she knew so well. 
So this was her reward for Love. 

She crushed the rose, spitting Tedros’ words with blood. 


“This will make you feel better.” 

In Room 66, Anadil scooped murky yellow broth from her cauldron into a bowl, dripping on 
the floor. Immediately her rats converged, eight inches bigger now, biting, clawing each other to 
get first licks. 

“Y our talent’s coming along,” Hester croaked. 

Anadil sat on the edge of Hester’s bed with the bowl. “Just a few sips.” 

Hester managed only one, then fell back. 

“T shouldn’t have tried it,” she wheezed. “She’s too good. She’s twice the witch I am—” 

“Shhhh, don’t strain.” 

“But she loves him,” said Dot, curled in her bed. 

“She thinks she does,” Hester said. “Just like we all once did.” 


Dot’s eyes bulged. 

“Please, Dot. You think she’s the only Never who dabbled in love?” 

“Hester, enough,” Anadil pressed. 

“No, let’s have the truth,” Hester said, struggling to sit up. “All of us have felt shameful 
stirrings. All of us have felt weakness.” 

“But those feelings are wrong,” said Anadil. “No matter how strong they are.” 

“That’s why this one’s special,” Hester said wryly. “She almost convinced us they were right.” 

The room lapsed to silence. 

“So what happens to her now?” asked Dot. 

Hester sighed. “The same thing that happened to all of us.” 

This time their silence was broken by distant clacks in slow, menacing rhythm. The three girls 
craned to the door as the clacks swelled towards them, cruel and clean like whip cracks. They 
grew louder, sharper, impaling the hall, then ebbed past their room to silence. 

Dot farted in relief. 

The door slammed open and the girls screamed—Dot bellyflopped off the bed— 

A draft blew the hanging dresses past the torch over the door, casting flints of light on a 
shadow’s face. 

The hair gleamed, spiked and slicked, black as smeared eye sockets and lips. Ghost-white skin 
glowed against black nail polish, black cape, and black leather. 

Sophie stepped into the room, high black boots stabbing the floor. 

Hester grinned back at her. 

“Welcome home.” 

From the floor, Dot peeped nervously between them. “But where will we find a new bed?” 

Three pairs of eyes found hers. 

She didn’t even get time to collect her snacks. In the dark, dank hall, Dot pounded on the iron 
door in banishing silence. But it was no use. 

Three witches made a coven and she had been replaced. 


The Evers didn’t celebrate when Tedros received his Captain’s badge. How could they, when 
Sophie had made a fool of him? “Evil had returned!” the Nevers gloated. “Evil had a Queen!” 

Then the Evers remembered they had something the Nevers didn’t. Something that proved 
them superior. 

A Ball. 

And the Queen wasn’t invited. 

The first snow littered the Clearing in lumpy brittles of ice, pelting Nevers’ pails with loud 
pings. As they tried to grasp moldy cheese with frozen fingers, they looked daggers at Evergirls 
scrabbling about, too busy to worry about weather. With the Ball two weeks away, the girls 
needed to make every possible arrangement, since boys still refused to propose before the Circus. 
Reena, for instance, expected Chaddick to ask her, so she had dyed her mother’s old school 
gown to match his gray eyes. But if Chaddick asked Ava instead (she had caught him ogling 
Snow White’s portrait, so he might like paler girls), then Nicholas might ask her, in which case 
she’d trade for Giselle’s white gown to balance his tanned skin. And if Nicholas didn’t ask 
her... 

“Mother says Goodness is making people feel wanted even when you don’t want them at all,” 
she sighed to Beatrix, who looked bored. With Sophie out of the picture, Beatrix knew Tedros 


was her date. Not that he had confirmed this. The prince had been ignoring everyone since the 
Trial, sullen as a Never. Now Beatrix felt his mood infect her as she watched him shoot arrows 
into the tree he and Sophie used to sit beneath. 

Tedros ripped more holes in its heart, but there was no satisfaction. After a few days of teasing, 
his mates had tried to cheer him up. Who cared if he shared his spoils with a Nevergirl! Who 
cared if she puttered with him along the way! He’d still won a brutal Trial and outlasted them all. 
But Tedros saw only shame in it, for he was no better than his father now. A slave to his heart’s 
mistakes. 

Still, he hadn’t told anyone about Agatha. He knew she was surprised by this because she 
winced every time he spoke in class, as if expecting him to expose her any moment. But where a 
week ago, he would have loved to see her punished, now he felt confused. Why had she risked 
her life to save him? Had she been telling the truth about that gargoyle? Could that witch actually 
be... Good? 

He thought of her tramping through halls with leery bug eyes— 

A cockroach. That’s what Beatrix said. 

So Agatha was there all along, helping Sophie to the top of the ranks? She must have been 
hidden in Sophie’s dress or in her hair, whispering answers and casting spells. .. . But how had 
she made him pick Sophie in the pumpkin challenge? 

Tedros felt sick. 

A goblin picked from two . . . A princess whose coffin knocked him out... A roach hidden on 
a pumpkin... 

He had never picked Sophie. 

He picked Agatha every time. 

Tedros whipped around in horror, looking for her, but he didn’t see Agatha anywhere in the 
Clearing. He had to stay away from that girl. He had to tell her to stay away from him. He had to 
stop all of this— 

A hunk of sleet smacked his cheek. Blinded by water, Tedros saw shadows gliding towards 
him, wiped his eyes—and dropped his bow. 

Sophie, Anadil, and Hester slunk in step with matching black hair, black makeup, and black- 
hearted scowls. With a shared hiss, they sent Evergirls bolting, leaving only Tedros and spooked 
Everboys fanned out behind him. Anadil and Hester dropped behind Sophie, who stepped up to 
face her prince. 

From the sky, ice fell between them in jagged slivers. 

“You think I faked it,” Sophie said, flaying him with her green eyes. “You think I never loved 
you.” 

Tedros tried to quell his thumping heart. Somehow she was more beautiful than ever. 

“You can’t cheat your way to love, Sophie,” he said. “My heart never wanted you.” 

“Oh, I’ve seen who your heart picks,” Sophie smirked, mimicking Agatha’s buggy gape and 
trademark scowl. 

Tedros reddened. “I can explain that—” 

“Let me guess. Your heart is blind.” 

“No, it just says anyone but you.” 

Sophie chuckled. In a flash, she lunged and Tedros drew his sword, as did all his mates behind 
him. 

Sophie smiled weakly. “Look what’s happened, Tedros. You’re scared of your true love.” 


“Go back to your side!” the prince yelled. 

“T waited for you,” Sophie said, voice breaking. “I thought you’d come for me.” 

“What? Why would I come for you?” 

Sophie gazed at him. “Because you made me a promise,” she breathed. 

Baring teeth, Tedros glared back. “I made you no promises.” 

Sophie stared at him, stunned. Her eyes cast down. “I see.” 

Slowly she looked back up. 

“Then I’ll be whatever you want me to be.” 

She thrust out her glowing finger and the boys’ swords turned to snakes. As Everboys fled, 
Tedros kicked dust at the hissing coils. He spun to see Sophie wipe tears, then pull her cape 
around her and hurry away. 

Hester ran to catch up—“Feel better?” 

“T gave him a chance,” Sophie said, walking faster. 

“You’re even now. It’s over,” Hester soothed. 

“No. Not until he keeps his promise.” 

“Promise? What promise—” 

But Sophie had already raced ahead into the tunnel. As she fled through twisted branches, she 
sensed someone watching. Through tears and trees, she couldn’t see the face on the balcony, just 
a milky white blur. Her stomach sank—she found a break in the leaves— 

But the face was gone, as if it was just a dream. 


The next morning, Good woke to slippery lard all over the floors. The morning after, Everboys 
screamed after putting on coats laced with rash powder. On the third morning, the teachers found 
framed underpants replacing Beauty’s portrait on the Legends Obelisk, the sides switched in the 
Theater of Tales, and candied classrooms flooded with stinky green goo. 

With the fairies unable to catch the vandals in the act, Tedros and his Everboy mates formed a 
nighttime guard, patrolling the halls from dusk until dawn. Still, the culprits eluded capture and 
by the end of the week, the bandits had filled the Groom Room pools with stingrays, warped the 
hall mirrors to taunt passersby, released overfed pigeons in the Supper Hall, and enchanted Good 
toilets to explode when students sat on them. 

Enraged, Professor Dovey insisted Sophie be brought to justice, but Lady Lesso said it was 
highly doubtful one student could manage to cripple an entire school without help. 

She was right. 

“It doesn’t feel good anymore,” Anadil grouched after supper in Room 66. “Hester and I want 
to stop.” 

“You got your revenge,” said Hester. “Let him go.” 

“I thought you two were villains,” Sophie said from her bed, eyes glued to Nightmares Be 
Gone. 

“Villains have purpose,” Hester snapped. “What we’re doing is just thuggery.” 

“Tonight we’re putting pox in the boys’ breeches,” said Sophie, flipping the page. “Find a spell 
for it.” 

“What do you want, Sophie?” Hester pleaded. “What are we fighting for?” 

Sophie looked up. “Are you going to help or should I turn us all in?” 

Tedros soon had all 60 boys on his nighttime guard, but Sophie escalated the attacks. The first 
night, she made Hester and Anadil brew a potion to turn the Good lake to Evil sludge, forcing the 


magical wave to migrate to the sewers. The brew left their hands red with burns, but Sophie 
made them return at dawn to lace Ever linens with lice. Soon, the girls attacked so frequently— 
putting leeches in the Evers’ supper punch, unleashing locusts during Uma’s lecture, sending a 
charging bull into Swordplay, cursing the Evers’ stairs to scream bloodily with every step—that 
half the Good teachers canceled their classes, Pollux stumbled on sheep legs into his own traps, 
and the Evers only felt safe traveling in packs. 

Professor Dovey slammed into Lady Lesso’s office. “That witch must be failed!” 

“There’s no way for a Never to enter your school, let alone attack it day and night,” Lady 
Lesso yawned. “For all we know it’s a rogue Ever.” 

“An Ever! My students have won every competition in this school for two hundred years!” 

“Until now.” Lady Lesso smiled. “And I have no plans to give up my best student without 
proof.” 

While Professor Dovey sent unanswered missives to the School Master, Lady Lesso took 
careful notice of Sophie’s growing distance with her roommates, the fact Sophie was no longer 
shivering in her iced classroom, and her brutal desecration of Tedros’ name on her book covers. 

“Are you feeling all right, Sophie?” Lady Lesso asked, barring the ice door after class. 

“Yes, thank you,” Sophie replied uncomfortably. “I should be goin—” 

“Between your winning Class Captain, your new fashions, and your nighttime activities . . . it’s 
a lot to take in.” 

“T don’t know what activities you’re referring to,” Sophie said, sidling past her. 

“Have you been having strange dreams, Sophie?” 

Sophie stopped cold. 

“What kind of dreams would be strange?” 

“Angry dreams. Dreams that get worse every night,” Lady Lesso said behind her. “You’ll feel 
as if something is being birthed in your soul. A face, perhaps.” 

Sophie’s stomach clamped. The terrible dreams had persisted, all ending with a milky, blurry 
face. The past few days, streaks of red appeared at the face’s edges, as if it was being outlined in 
blood. But she couldn’t recognize it. All she knew was she woke up every day angrier than 
before. 

Sophie turned. “Um, what would a dream like that mean?” 

“That you are a special girl, Sophie,” Lady Lesso cooed. “One we should all be proud of.” 

“Oh. Um... I may have had one or two—” 

“Nemesis Dreams,” Lady Lesso said, violet eyes flashing. “You’re having Nemesis Dreams.” 

Sophie stared at her. “But—but—” 

“Nothing to be concerned about, dear. Not until there’s symptoms.” 

“Symptoms? What symptoms? What happens if there’s symptoms?” 

“Then you’ll finally see the face of your Nemesis. The one who grows stronger as you grow 
weaker,” Lady Lesso answered calmly. “The one you must destroy in order to live.” 

Sophie blanched. “B-b-but that’s impossible!” 

“Ts it? I think it’s quite clear who your Nemesis is.” 

“What? I don’t have anyone that—” 

Sophie lost her breath. 

“Tedros ? But I love him! That's why I did it! I have to get him back—” 

Lady Lesso just smiled. 

“I was angry!” Sophie cried. “I didn’t mean any—I don’t want to hurt him! I don’t want to hurt 


anyone! I’m not a villain!” 

“You see, it doesn’t matter what we are, Sophie.” 

Lady Lesso leaned so close she just had to whisper. 

“It’s what we do.” 

Her pupils flicked over Sophie’s face. “But no symptoms yet, I’m afraid,” she sighed and 
swept to her desk. “Close the door on your way out.” 

Sophie fled too fast to bother. 


That night, Sophie didn’t attack the Evers. 

Let him go, she told herself, pillow over her head. Let Tedros go. 

Over and over she repeated it, until she had erased the meeting with Lady Lesso from her 
memory. As the words soothed her to sleep, she felt the stirrings of her old self. Tomorrow she’d 
be loving. Tomorrow she’d be forgiving. Tomorrow she’d be Good again. 

But then another dream came. 

She ran through mirrors reflecting her smiling face, long gold hair, and luscious pink gown. 
Through the last mirror was an open door and through the door, Tedros waited for her, kingly in 
his blue Ball suit beneath Camelot’s spires. She ran and ran to him but grew no closer, until 
deadly sharp briars, swollen purple, began to snake towards her true love. Frantic, she willed 
herself through the last door to save him, losing a glass heel and lunged for his arms . . . The 
prince melted to a milky, red blur and threw her into thorns. 

Sophie woke enraged and forgot all about letting go. 

“It's the middle of the night! You said it was over!” Anadil fumed, following her into the 
tunnel— 

“We can’t keep doing these things without a purpose,” Hester seethed. 

“T have a purpose,” Sophie said, whirling around. “You hear me? I have a purpose.” 

The next day, the Evers arrived at lunch to find all the trees on their side cut down. All except 
the one Sophie and Tedros used to sit beneath, carved again and again with one unmistakable 
word. 

LIAR. 

Stunned, the wolves and nymphs howled for the teachers and immediately formed a boundary 
between the two halves of the Clearing. Tedros stormed up to the border between two wolves. 

“Stop it. Now.” 

Everyone followed his eyes to Sophie, sitting serenely against a snowy tree on the Nevers’ 
side. 

“Or what?” she simpered. “You’ll catch me?” 

“Now you really sound like a villain,” Tedros sneered. 

“Careful, Teddy. What will they say when we dance at the Ball?” 

“All right, now you’ve lost it—” 

“Here I thought you were a prince,” Sophie said, walking towards him. “Because you promised 
to take me to the Ball right in this very spot. And a prince never breaks his promise.” 

Gasps rose from both sides of the Clearing. Tedros looked like he’d been kicked in the gut. 

“After all, a prince who breaks his promise”—Sophie faced him between two wolves—“is a 
villain.” 

Tedros couldn’t speak, cheeks splotched red. 

“But you’re not a villain and neither am I,” Sophie said, eyes guilty. “So all you have to do is 


keep your promise and we can be ourselves again. Tedros and Sophie. Prince and princess.” 

With a tentative smile, she held out her hand across the wolves to him. 

“Good for Ever After.” 

The Clearing was dead silent. 

“T ll never take you to the Ball,” Tedros spat. “Never.” 

Sophie withdrew her hand. 

“Well, then,” she said softly. “Now everyone knows who’s responsible for the attacks.” 

Tedros felt Evers’ blameful stares burning through him. Ashamed, he trudged out of the 
Clearing, as Sophie watched, heart in her throat, fighting the urge to call him back. 

“This is about a Ball?” said a voice. 

Sophie turned to glowering Hester and Anadil. 

“This is about what’s right,” she said. 

“You’re on your own,” Hester snarled, and Anadil followed her away. 

Sophie stood, circled by stunned students, teachers, wolves, and fairies, listening to her own 
shallow breaths. Slowly she looked up. 

Tedros glared down at her from inside the glass castle. In the weak sun, his milky face had a 
glint of red. 

Sophie met his eyes, steeling her heart. 

He’d love her back. He’d have to. 

Because she’d destroy him if he dared love anyone else. 
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Magic in the Mirror 


Buried under lace pillows, all Agatha could hear was the echo of four terrible words. 

GET YOUR OWN LIFE. 

What life? Before Sophie, all she could remember was darkness and pain. Sophie had made her 
feel normal. Sophie had made her feel needed. Without Sophie, she was a freak, a nothing, a... 





Agatha’s stomach dropped. 

A witch never has her own fairy tale. 

Without Sophie, she was a witch. 

For six days, Agatha stayed shut up in her tower, listening to the screams of Evers terrorized 
by new attacks. All joint-school activities had been canceled indefinitely, lunch and Forest 
Groups included. Was this all her fault? Didn’t witches leave fairy tales in ruins? As the screams 
outside grew more panicked, her guilt screwed tighter and tighter. 

Then the attacks stopped. 

Huddled in common rooms, Evers held their breath. But when Saturday and Sunday went, 
Agatha knew the storm had passed. Sophie would come to say sorry any minute now. Gazing at 
the rose-tinted moon, Agatha hugged her pillow and prayed. Their friendship would survive this. 

Fairies jingled outside the door and she swiveled to see a note slid under it. Chest pounding, 


she dived out of bed, swooped it into sweaty palms— 


Dear Students, 
With the Snow Ball six days away, this week’s challenges will see if you are prepared. 
Despite recent interruptions, there will be no further cancellations. Our traditions are what 
separate Good from Evil. Even in the darkest of times, a Ball may be your best chance to 
find a happy ending. 

Professor Dovey 


Agatha groaned and buried herself under pink sheets. 
But as she gave in to sleep, she began to hear words... Ball... purpose... happy... They 
tumbled in darkness, echoing deeper, deeper, until they planted in her soul like magic seeds. 


Ravan tiptoed towards Room 66, swan crests of six shivering Nevers glinting in darkness behind 
him. 

“If the attacks stopped, maybe she’s dead,” Vex said. 

“Maybe villains don’t do Evil on Sundays,” said Brone. 

“Or maybe Sophie got over that stupid prince!” Ravan lashed. 

“You don’t ever get over love,” Hort moped in dirty long johns. “Even if they steal your room 
and your pajamas.” 

“Sophie shouldn’t even have let herself love!” Ravan shot back. “First time I told my dad I 
liked a girl, he slathered me in honey and sealed me in a bear den for a night. Haven’t liked one 
since.” 

“First time I told my mother I fancied someone, she baked me in an oven for an hour,” Mona 
agreed, green skin paling. “I never think about boys now.” 

“First time I liked a boy, my dad killed him.” 

The group stopped and stared at Arachne. “Maybe Sophie just had bad parents,” she said. 

With solemn nods, the Nevers skulked to Room 66, hidden in shadow. Holding their breaths, 
they each found a piece of door and pressed their ears to it. 

They didn’t hear anything. 

“On three,” Ravan mouthed. Nevers backed up, preparing to storm it. “One...two... 

“Drink this.” 

Anadil’s voice inside. Nevers shoved their ears to the door. 

“They’re—killing—me—” Sophie rasped weakly— 

Sounds of vomiting. 

“She has a high fever, Hester.” 

“Lady Lesso said—-Nemesis—Drea—” 

“They’re nothing, Sophie,” Hester’s voice said. “Now go to sleep.” 

“Will I—be—better for—Ball? Tedros—promised—” 

“Close your eyes, dearie.” 

“Dreams—they’ 11 come—” Sophie wheezed— 

“Shhh, we’re here now,” Hester said. 

It was quiet inside, but Ravan and the Nevers didn’t move. Then they heard voices closer to the 
door. 

“Dreams of faces, high fever, obsession . . . Lady Lesso’s right!” Anadil whispered. “Tedros is 


33 


her Nemesis!” 
“So she did meet the School Master!” Hester whispered back. “She’s in a real fairy tale!” 
“Then this whole school better watch out, Hester. Real fairy tales mean war!” 
“Ani, we need to get Tedros and Sophie back together now! Before any symptoms appear!” 
“But how?” 
“Your talent,” Hester whispered. “But we can’t tell a soul! This gets out and all our lives are at 
stak—” 
Her voice stopped. 
Ravan wheeled to the others— 
The door slammed open. Hester peered out, eyes narrowed. 
But the hallway was empty. 


On Monday morning, Agatha woke with a strong urge to go to class. 

Stomping around her room, she shoved on her rumpled pinafore and picked lint from her 
greasy hair. How many days could she wait? Sophie didn’t want to apologize? Sophie didn’t 
want to be friends? She crushed Sophie’s paper rose, hurled it through the window— 

I can have my own life! 

She searched for something else to throw, then glimpsed crinkled parchment under her toes. 

“A Ball may be your best chance .. .” 

Agatha grabbed it into her hands and read Professor Dovey’s note again, eyes flaring. 

That’s it! The Ball was her chance! 

All she needed was one of those vile, arrogant boys to take her! Then Sophie would eat her 
words! 

She jammed callused feet into her clumps and stomped down the stairs, waking the whole 
tower. 

She had five days to find a date to the Evers Snow Ball. 

Five days to prove she wasn’t a witch. 

Ball Week got off to a bizarre start when Professor Anemone pranced in ten minutes late, 
wearing a white swan-feather dress with a high rump and scandalously short hem, along with 
purple panty hose, sparkly garters, and a crown that could have been an upside-down chandelier. 

“Behold, true Ball elegance,” she preened, caressing her tail feathers. “A good thing boys 
cannot ask me to the Ball, or many of you would lose your princes!” 

She basked in her students’ stares. “Yes, isn’t it divine. I was told by Empress Vaisilla this is 
all the rage in Putsi.” 

“Putsi? Where is Putsi?” Kiko wisped. 

“Home to a lot of angry swans,” said Beatrix. 

Agatha gouged herself with a pen to not laugh. 

“Because your suitors have chosen to wait until the Circus to propose, I caution you to take 
this week’s challenges seriously,” Professor Anemone huffed. “An exceptionally good or poor 
performance could very well change a boy’s mind!” 

“Suppose Tedros did promise to take Sophie to the Ball?” Reena whispered to Beatrix. 
“Princes can’t break promises without something terrible happening!” 

“Some promises are meant to be broken,” Beatrix retorted. “But if anyone tries to ruin my 
night with Tedros, I promise they won’t survive the night.” 

“Of course not all of you will be asked to the Snow Ball,” warned Professor Anemone. “Every 


year, one woeful girl is failed, because boys would rather take half ranks than take her. And such 
a girl who can’t find a boy, even under the most propitious circumstances . . . well, she must be a 
witch, musn’t she?” 

Agatha felt everyone’s eyes on her. Failed if a boy didn’t ask her? 

Now finding a date was a matter of life and death. 

“For today’s challenge, you must try to see who your date for the Ball will be!” her teacher 
declared. “Only when you see a boy’s face clearly in your head will you know he wants you too. 
Now join the person beside you and take turns proposing. When it is your turn to accept, close 
your eyes and see whose face appears. . . .” 

Agatha turned to Millicent across her desk, who looked poised to vomit. 

“Dear, um, Agatha . . . willyoubemyprincessfortheBall?” she heaved, then retched so loud 
Agatha jumped. 

Oh, who was she kidding? She looked down at her bony limbs, pasty skin, and nails bitten to 
the nub. What boy would choose to ask her to the Ball! As hope seeped out of her, she glanced at 
girls, eyes closed in euphoria, dreaming of their princes’ faces— 

“It's a yes-or-no question,” Millicent moaned. 

With a sigh, Agatha closed her eyes and tried to imagine her prince’s face. But all she could 
hear were the loud echoes of boys fighting to not be her date. . . . 

“There’s no one left for you, dear.” 

“But I thought every boy had to go, Professor Dovey—” 

“Well, the last one killed himself rather than take you.” 

Phantom laughter shrieked in her ears. Agatha gritted her teeth. 

I’m not a witch. 

The boys’ voices softened. 

I’m not a witch. 

The voices receded into darkness. . . . 

But there was nothing in their place. Nothing to believe in. 

I’m not! I’m not a witch! 

Nothing. 

Something. 

A milky, faceless silhouette born out of darkness. 

He bent before her on one knee . . . took her hand... 

“Are you feeling all right?” 

She opened her eyes. Professor Anemone was staring at her. So was the rest of the class. 

“Um, I think so?” 

“But you... you... smiled! A real smile!” 

Agatha gulped. “I did?” 

“Have you been bewitched?” her teacher shrieked. “Is this one of the Nevers’ attacks—” 

“No—I mean—it was an accident—” 

“But, my dear! It was beautiful!” 

Agatha thought she might float out of her chair. She wasn’t a witch! She wasn’t a freak! She 
felt her smile return, bigger, brighter than before. 

“If only the rest was too,” Professor Anemone sighed. 

Agatha’s smile collapsed into its comfortable frown. 

Dispirited, she flopped her next two challenges miserably, with Pollux calling her attitude 


“nefarious” and Uma sighing she’d seen sloths with more charm. 

Sulking in the pews before History, Agatha wondered whether Professor Sader could, in fact, 
see her future. Would she find a date to the Snow Ball? Or was Sophie right about her being a 
witch? Would she fail and die here all alone? 

The problem was there was no way to ask Sader anything, even if he was a seer. Besides, to 
broach the subject, she’d have to admit she broke into his study. Not the best way to win a 
teacher’s confidence. 

In the end, it didn’t matter because Sader never showed up. He had chosen to spend the week 
teaching at the School for Evil, claiming that History couldn’t compete with the distractions of a 
Ball. In his absence, he relinquished the teaching of “Ball Customs & Traditions” to a gang of 
unkempt middle-aged sisters in musty gowns. The Twelve Dancing Princesses from the famous 
fairy tale who had each won their prince at a court Ball. But before they could reveal how exactly 
they squired these princes, the twelve shrews started bickering as to the correct version of their 
story, then shouting over each other. 

Agatha closed her eyes to tune them out. No matter what Professor Anemone said, she had 
seen someone’s face. Blurry, foggy . . . but real. Someone who wanted to ask her to the Ball. 

She clenched her jaw. 

I’m not a witch. 

Slowly the silhouette appeared out of darkness, this time closer, clearer than before. He took 
one knee before her, lifted his face into light . . . 

A screech jolted her awake. 

Onstage, the twelve sisters were bellowing and butting each other like gorillas. 

“How can those be princesses?” Beatrix cried. 

“That’s what happens after you’re married,” said Giselle. “My mother stopped shaving her 
legs.” 

“Mine can’t fit in any of her old gowns,” Millicent said. 

“Mine doesn’t wear makeup,” said Ava. 

“Mine eats cheese,” Reena sighed. Beatrix looked faint. 

“Well, my wife tries any of that, she can go live with witches,” Chaddick said, gnawing on a 
turkey leg. “In all those pictures of Ever After, no one sees an ugly princess.” 

He noticed Agatha sitting stiffly next to him. “Oh. No offense.” 

By lunch, Agatha had forgotten all about finding a date and wanted to go groveling back to 
Sophie. But she, Hester, and Anadil were nowhere to be found (or Dot, for that matter) and the 
Nevers seemed curiously subdued on their side of the Clearing. Meanwhile, she could hear 
Evergirls chuckling as Chaddick retold his story to different groups, the “No offense” line 
sounding more offensive each time. Even worse, Tedros kept giving her strange looks between 
horseshoe throws (and an especially strange one after she dropped her bowl of beet stew all over 
her lap). 

Kiko plopped down beside her. “Don’t be upset. It can’t be true.” 

“What?” 

“The two boys thing.” 

“What ‘two boys’ thing?” 

“You know, that they all made a pact for two boys to go together rather than ask you.” 

Agatha stared at her. 

“Oh no!” Kiko squeaked, and fled. 


In Good Deeds, Professor Dovey gave them a written test on how they would handle moral 
predicaments at a Ball. For instance: 


1. If you attend the Ball with someone other than your first choice, but your first choice, 
who you’re madly in love with, asks you to dance, do you: 


A) Kindly inform them that if they wanted to dance with you they should have asked 
you to the Ball 

B) Dance with them, but only to a fast-paced rondel 

C) Ditch your date for your first choice 

D) Ask your date what they would feel comfortable with 


Agatha answered D. Underneath it, she wrote: 
“Unless no one would ever ask you to a Ball, let alone to dance. Then this question doesn’t 


apply.” 


2. Upon arriving at the Ball, you notice your friend’s breath smells unbearably of garlic 
and trout. However, your friend is going with the person you hoped would ask you to 
the Ball. Do you: 


A) Inform your friend at once of their foul odor 

B) Say nothing since it is your friend’s fault they smell 

C) Say nothing because you will enjoy watching them be embarrassed 
D) Offer them a piece of sweet licorice without mentioning their breath 


Agatha answered A. She added, “Because at least bad breath is temporary. Ugly is forever.” 


3. A baby dove with a broken wing slips into the Good Hall, crashes to the dance floor 
during the last waltz, and is in severe danger of being crushed. Do you: 


A) Scream and stop the dance 

B) Finish the dance and then attend to the dove 

C) Kick the dove off the floor while dancing so it’s safe, then attend to it after 

D) Abandon the dance and rescue the dove, even if it means embarrassing your 
partner 


Agatha answered D. “My partner is imaginary. I’m sure he won’t mind.” 

She answered the next 27 questions in the same spirit. 

Perched at her desk made out of sugarplums, Professor Dovey scored the tests and shoved 
them under a gleaming pumpkin weight, face growing grimmer and grimmer. 

“Just what I’ve been afraid of,” she fumed, flinging the tests back to the students. “Your 
answers are vain, vacuous, and at times downright villainous! No wonder that Sophie girl made 
fools of you all!” 

“Attacks are over, aren’t they?” Tedros muttered. 

“No thanks to you!” Professor Dovey barked, thrusting a red-drenched test at him. “A Never 


wins a Trial, lays waste to our school—and no Ever to catch her? No one Good to put down a 
student?” 

She slung tests across a row. “Must I remind you that the Circus of Talents is in four days? 
And that whoever wins the Circus has the Theater of Tales moved to their school? Do you want 
your Theater moved to Evil? Do you want to walk with shame to Evil for the rest of the year?” 

No one could meet her eyes. 

“To be Good you must prove yourself Good, Evers,” Professor Dovey warned. “Defend. 
Forgive. Help. Give. Love. Those are our rules. But it is your choice to follow them.” 

As she went over the tests, excoriating every wrong answer, Agatha shoved hers away. But 
then she noticed the corner: 


100% 
SEE ME. 


When the fairies chimed the end of class, Professor Dovey shooed all the Evers out, closed the 
pumpkin candy door, and locked it. She turned and found Agatha atop her desk, eating a 
sugarplum. 

“So if I follow the rules,” Agatha said, chomping loudly, “I’m not a witch.” 

Professor Dovey eyed the new hole in her desk. “Only a truly Good soul lives those rules, 
yes.” 

“What if my face is Evil?” Agatha said. 

“Oh, Agatha, don’t be ridic—” 

“What if my face is Evil?” 

Her teacher flinched at her tone. 

“Dm far from home, I’ve lost my only friend, everyone here hates me, and all I want is a way 
to find some kind of happy ending,” Agatha said, red-hot. “But you can’t even tell me the truth. 
My ending is not about what Good I do or what’s inside me. It’s about how I look.” Spit flew out 
of her mouth. 

“T never even had a chance.” 

For a long moment, Professor Dovey just gazed at the door. Then she sat down on the desk 
next to Agatha, broke off a sugarplum, and bit into it with a juicy squirt. 

“What did you think of Beatrix the first time you saw her?” 

Agatha stared at the candy plum in her teacher’s hand. 

“Agatha?” 

“T don’t know. She was beautiful,” Agatha groused, remembering their fart-filled introduction. 

“And now?” 

“She’s revolting.” 

“Has she gotten less pretty?” 

“No, but—” 

“So is she beautiful or not?” 

“Yes, at first sight—” 

“So beauty only lasts a glance?” 

“Not if you’re a Good person—” 

“So it’s being Good that matters? I thought you said it was looks.” 


Agatha opened her mouth. Nothing came out. 

“Beauty can only fight truth so long, Agatha. You and Beatrix share more in common than you 
think.” 

“Great. I can be her animal slave,” Agatha said, and bit into her plum. 

Professor Dovey stood up. “Agatha, what do you see when you look in the mirror?” 

“T don’t look in mirrors.” 

“Why is that?” 

“Because horses and hogs don’t sit around ogling their reflections!” 

“What is it you're afraid you’ll see?” Professor Dovey said, leaning near the pumpkin candy 
door. 

“Pm not afraid of mirrors,” Agatha snorted. 

“Then look in this one.” 

She glanced up and saw the door near Professor Dovey was now a smooth, polished mirror. 

She turned away. “Cute trick. That one in our book?” 

“Look in the mirror, Agatha,” Professor Dovey said calmly. 

“This is stupid.” Agatha leapt off the desk and tramped past her, head down to avoid her 
reflection. She couldn’t find a doorknob— 

“Let me out!” She clawed at the door, closing her eyes every time she saw herself. 

“If you look in the mirror, you may leave.” 

Agatha struggled to make her finger glow—“Let—me—out!” 

“Then look in the mirror.” 

“LET ME OUT OR ELSE!” 

“Just one look—” 

Agatha slammed her clump against the glass. With a shiver, the mirror shattered, and she 
shielded herself from the shimmer and dust. When crashes petered to silence, she slowly lifted 
her head. 

A new mirror glared back. 

“Make it go away,” she pleaded, hiding her face. 

“Just try, Agatha.” 

“T can’t.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I’m ugly!” 

“And what if you were beautiful?” 

“Look at me,” Agatha moaned. 

“Suppose you were.” 

“But—” 

“Suppose you were like the girls in storybooks, Agatha.” 

“T don’t read that garbage,” Agatha snapped. 

“You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t.” 

Agatha stiffened. 

“You read them just like your friend, dear,” said Professor Dovey. “The question is, why?” 

Agatha didn’t say anything for a long time. 

“If I was beautiful?” she asked quietly. 

“Yes, dear.” 

Agatha looked up, eyes glistening. 


“Pd be happy.” 

“That's odd,” her teacher said, sweeping to her desk. “That's just what Ella of Maidenvale said 
to me—” 

“Well, three cheers for Ella of Maidenvale!” Agatha sulked. 

“I gave her a visit when I found out she wished to go to a Ball and then couldn't go through 
with it. All she needed was a new face and a nice pair of shoes.” 

“T don’t see what this has to do with anyth—” Agatha’s eyes widened. “Ella... Cinderella?” 

“Not even my best work, however notorious,” said her teacher, caressing a pumpkin 
paperweight. “You know, they sell these in Maidenvale. Doesn't match Ella’s coach at all, 
really.” 

Agatha staggered back. “But—but that means you’re—” 

“The most wished-for fairy godmother in the Endless Woods. At your service, dear.” 

Agatha’s head felt light. She leaned against the door. 

“I warned you when you saved the gargoyle, Agatha,” Professor Dovey said. “You are a 
powerful talent. Good enough to conquer any Evil. Good enough to find your happy ending, 
even if you’ve lost your way! Everything you need is inside you, Agatha. And now, more than 
ever, we need you to let it out. But if it’s beauty that’s holding you back, dear . . .” 

She sighed. “Well, that’s easily taken care of, isn’t it?” 

Reaching into her green gown, she pulled out a thin, cherrywood wand. 

“Now close your eyes and make a wish.” 

Agatha blinked to make sure she was awake. Fairy tales always punished girls like her. Fairy 
tales never gave ugly girls wishes. 

“Any wish?” she said, voice cracking. 

“Any wish,” said her fairy godmother. 

“And I have to say it out loud?” 

“Pm not a mind reader, dear.” 

Agatha looked at her through tears. “But it’s—I’ve never said it to anyone—” 

“Then it’s about time.” 

Trembling, Agatha looked at the wand in her hand and closed her eyes. Could this really be 
happening? 

“T wish .. .” 

She couldn’t breathe. 

“To be... youknow...uh... 

“Magic responds to conviction, I’m afraid,” said Professor Dovey. 

Agatha gulped for air. 

All she could think about was Sophie. Sophie staring right at her, as if she were a dog. 

GET YOUR OWN LIFE! 

Her heart suddenly seared hot with anger. Teeth clenched, she curled her fists, raised her head, 
and with a shout— 

“I wish to be beautiful!” 

The swish of a wand and a sickening crack. 

Agatha opened her eyes. 

Professor Dovey frowned at the broken wand in her hand. 

“A bit ambitious, that wish. We’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way.” 

She let out a deafening whistle and six pink-skinned, seven-foot, rainbow-haired nymphs 
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landed through the window in a neat row. 
Agatha backed against the mirror. “Wait—hold on—” 
“They’ ll be gentle. As they can.” 
Agatha managed a last yowl before the nymphs descended on her like bears. 
Professor Dovey shielded her eyes from the carnage. 
“They really are too tall.” 


Agatha’s eyes fluttered open in shadow. She felt achy and strange, as if she’d been asleep for 
days. She blearily took in her fully dressed body slumped in a green chair, restraints undone— 

She was in the Groom Room. The nymphs were gone. 

Agatha jumped from the chair. The aromatic bath pools were all sudsy and flooded. The Rose 
Red makeup station in front of her was lined with a hundred bottles of uncorked waxes, creams, 
dyes, and masks. In the sink were used razors, files, knives, and picks. On the floor were mounds 
of shorn hair. 

Agatha picked some up. 

It was blond. 

Mirror. 

She whipped around but the other chair-and-mirror stations were gone. She frantically touched 
her hair, her skin. Everything felt softer, smoother. She touched her lips, her nose, her chin. 
Everything felt daintier. 

“All she needed was a new face.” 

She collapsed back in the chair. 

They did it. 

They did the impossible! She was normal! No, she wasn’t just normal. She was pretty! She 
was lovable! She was— 

Beautiful! 

Finally she could live! Finally she could be happy! 

Napping in his nest atop the door, Albemarle let out a particularly loud snore as it swung open. 

“Have a good night, Albemarle!” 

Albemarle peeked open a spectacled eye. “Have a good night, Aga—oh, my!” 

Agatha’s smile only grew as she ascended the steps to the first floor. 

She had to get to the gilded mirror near the Supper Hall (she had memorized all the mirror 
locations in the school so she could avoid them). Agatha felt giddily light. Would she even 
recognize herself? 

She heard gasps and saw Reena and Millicent goggling down at her through the gap in the 
spiral staircase. 

“Hello, Reena!” Agatha beamed. “Hello, Millicent!” 

Both girls were too stunned to wave back. As she waltzed into the stair room, Agatha felt 
herself smile even wider. 

Climbing up the Legends Obelisk, Chaddick and Nicholas considered portraits of past 
Evergirls. 

“Rapunzel was a 4 at best,” said Chaddick, hanging off a brick like a mountaineer. “But this 
Martine was a solid 9.” 

“Too bad she ended up a horse,” said Nicholas. 

“Wait until they put Agatha on the wall. She’ll end up a—” 


“What? What will I end up?” 

Chaddick turned to Agatha. He gawped open-mouthed. 

“A cat?” Agatha grinned. “I seem to have eaten your tongue.” 

“Oooh,” Nicholas chimed, and Chaddick kicked him off the pillar. 

Smiling so wide it hurt now, Agatha sauntered up the Valor stairs towards the Supper Hall. She 
glided through royal blue arches for the gold double doors, ready to face the mirror inside, ready 
to feel what Sophie had felt all her life—but just as she reached for them, the doors opened in her 
face. 

“Excuse me—” 

Agatha heard the voice before she saw him. Slowly she looked up, heart thundering. 

Tedros stared at her, looking so confused she thought she had somehow petrified him with a 
villain spell. 

He coughed, as if trying to find his voice. “Um. Hi.” 

“Hi,” Agatha said, smiling stupidly. 

Silence. 

“What’s for supper?” she said even more stupidly. 

“Duckling,” he squeaked. 

He coughed again. 

“Sorry. It’s just, you look... you look so...” 

Agatha suddenly felt a strange feeling. It scared her. 

“I know—not me—” she blurted, and fled around the corner. 

She lunged into a corridor and cowered under a portrait frame. What did they do! Had they 
exchanged her soul when they gave her a new face? Had they replaced her heart when they gave 
her a new body? Why were her palms drenched? Why was her stomach fluttering? Where was 
the insult for Tedros she always had on her lips? What in heaven and earth could possibly make 
her smile at a boy? She hated boys! She always hated boys! She wouldn’t smile at one even if 
forced to at swordpoi— 

Agatha realized where she was. 

The portrait she was under wasn’t a portrait. 

Sweating with dread, she stood to face the hall’s giant mirror, ready to see a stranger. 

Agatha closed her eyes in shock. 

She opened them again. 

But the bath pools—bottles—blond hair— 

She shrank against the wall, panicked. 

The wish—the wand— 

But it was all part of her fairy godmother’s ruse. 

For the nymphs hadn’t done anything to Agatha at all. 

She glimpsed her greasy black hair and bug eyes and dropped to the floor in horror. 

I’m still ugly! I’m still a witch! 

Wait. 

What about Albemarle? What about Reena, Chaddick . . . Tedros? 

They were mirrors too, weren’t they? Mirrors that told her she wasn’t ugly anymore. 

Slowly Agatha rose, inching back into her reflection. For the first time in her life, she didn’t 
look away. 

Beauty can only fight the truth so long, Agatha. 


All these years she had believed she was what she looked like. An unlovable, dark-hearted 
witch. 

But in the halls, she had believed something different. For a moment, she had unchained her 
heart and let light rush in. 

Gently Agatha touched her face in the mirror, glowing from the inside. 

A face no one recognized because it was so happy. 

There could be no turning back now. The bread crumbs on the dark trail were gone. Instead, 
she had the truth to guide her. A truth greater than any magic. 

I’ve been beautiful all along. 

Agatha burst into deep, cleansing sobs, never surrendering her smile. 

She didn’t hear the screams of someone far away, woken from her worst dreams yet. 
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Hope in the Toilet 


Students at the School for Good and Evil thought magic meant spells. But Agatha had found 
something more powerful in a smile. 

Everywhere she went, she noticed slack-jawed stares and baffled whispers, as if she’d conjured 
sorcery deeper than students or teachers had ever seen. Then one day, on her way to morning 
classes, Agatha saw she too had been bewitched. Because for the first time, she found herself 
looking forward to them. 





The other changes were just as sly. She noticed she didn’t gag at the scent of her uniform 
anymore. She didn’t dread washing her face now or mind taking a minute to brush her hair. She 
got so caught up in Ball dance rehearsals she jumped when the wolves howled to end class. And 
where she once mocked her Good homework, now she’d read assigned pages and keep reading, 
entranced by stories of heroines who outwitted lethal witches, avenged their parents’ deaths, and 
sacrificed their bodies, freedoms, even lives for true love. 

Closing her textbook, Agatha gazed out at fairies decking the Blue Forest with starry lanterns 
for the Ball. It was beautiful, really, what Good could do. She wouldn’t have been able to admit 
that a few weeks ago. But now as she lay in bed, aglow in lantern light, she thought of her room 
in Gavaldon and couldn’t remember how it smelled. Suddenly she couldn’t remember the color 
of Reaper’s eyes... the sound of her mother’s voice... 

Then it was two days before the Ball. The Circus of Talents would take place the next night, 


and Pollux came round to classrooms, head ferried on the shell of a gaunt turtle, to announce the 
rules. 

“Hear ye, hear ye, hear ye! By order of the School Master of the School for Good 
Enlightenment and Enchantment and the School for Evil Edifi—” 

“Just get on with it!” Professor Anemone yawped. 

Pollux glumly explained that the Circus was a talent competition between Good and Evil, 
where the top 10 Evers and Nevers would each take the stage to present their talents. At the end 
of the contest, the winner would receive the Circus Crown and the Theater of Tales would 
magically move to his school. 

“Of course, the Theater hasn’t moved in ages,” Pollux sniffed. “Firmly entrenched by now.” 

“But who’s the judge?” Beatrix said. 

“The School Master. Though you won’t see him, of course,” Pollux puffed. “Now as to attire, I 
suggest you wear clothes of humble, demure col—” 

Professor Anemone kicked his head out the door. “Enough! Proposals coming tomorrow and 
the only thing you should be thinking about is your prince’s face!” 

As the teacher circled the room, Agatha watched girls accept proposals with eyes closed, noses 
scrunched in concentration, as Pollux moaned outside. 

Her stomach plunged. 

With her ranking, she’d definitely make the Circus team! A talent show? She had no talents! 
Who would propose to her once she humiliated herself in front of the whole school! And if no 
one proposed to her— 

“Then you’re a witch and you fail,” Millicent reminded her when she still couldn’t see a face. 

Agatha spent all of Uma’s class with her eyes closed, but all she could glimpse was a milky 
silhouette that crumbled every time she reached for it. She slogged back into the castle, 
discouraged, and noticed a few students buzzing in the stair room. She sidled up to Kiko. 

“What’s going—” 

She took a breath. The angel-painted V on the wall was now defaced with violent streaks of red 
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“What does it mean?” Agatha said. 

“That Sophie is going to attack us again,” a voice answered. 

Agatha turned to Tedros in a sleeveless blue shirt, sweaty and glowing from Swordplay. He 
suddenly looked self-conscious. 

“Uh, sorry . . . need a bath.” 

Fidgeting, Agatha glued her eyes to the wall. “I thought the attacks were over.” 

“Pll catch her this time,” Tedros said, glaring at the wall beside her. “She’s poison, that girl.” 

“She’s hurt, Tedros. She thinks you made a promise.” 

“It’s not a promise if it’s made under false pretenses. She used me to win the Trial and she 
used you too.” 


“You don’t know the slightest thing about her,” Agatha said. “She still loves you. And she’s 
still my friend.” 

“Blimey, you must be a better soul than me, because I don’t know what you see in her. All I 
see is a manipulative witch.” 

“Then look closer.” 

Tedros turned. “Or look at someone else.” 

Agatha felt sick again. 

“I'm late,” she said, scrambling for stairs— 

“History’s this way.” 

“Bathroom—” she called back— 

“But that’s a boys’ tower!” 

“I prefer boys’... . toilets—” 

She ducked behind a sculpture of a half-naked merman, heaving for air. What’s happening to 
me! Why couldn’t she breathe around him? Why did she feel nauseous every time he looked at 
her? And why was he staring at her now like she was a . . . girl! Agatha stifled a scream. 

She had to stop Sophie’s attack. 

If Sophie recanted, if she begged Tedros for forgiveness, there was still hope he’d take her 
back! That was the happy ending to this fairy tale! Then there’d be no more strange looks, no 
more sick stomachs, no more fears she’d lost control over her own heart. 

With students and teachers now swarming the defaced wall, Agatha sprinted up to Merlin’s 
Menagerie, where the hedges were finally returning to their old glory after the fire. She raced to 
the last sculpture of young Arthur, nestled in a pond, muscular arms pulling sword from stone. 
Only now she wasn’t seeing Arthur but his son, winking at her. Agatha flushed with horror and 
leapt into ice-cold water. 

“Let me through!” she barked, storming up to her reflection on the Bridge. “I have to stop 
Sophie before she—” Her eyes widened. “Wait. Where’s me?” 

A ravishing princess grinned back at her with dark upswept hair, in a magnificent midnight- 
blue gown with delicate gold leaves, a ruby pendant around her neck, and a tiara of blue orchids. 

Guilt speared Agatha’s stomach. She recognized that grin. 

“Sophie?” 

“Good with Good, 

Evil with Evil, 

Back to your tower before there’s upheaval.” 

“Well, now I’m definitely Evil so let me pass,” Agatha ordered. 

“Why’s that?” said the princess. “Because you still insist on that haircut?” 

“Because I’m having thoughts about your prince!” 

“It’s about time.” 

“Good, so let me thr— What?” Agatha scowled. “But that’s Evil! Sophie, he’s your true love!” 

The princess smiled. “I warned you last time.” 

“What? Who warned when—” 

Then Agatha remembered the last time she was here. 

He’s yours. 

Her eyes bulged—“But that means—that means you’re—” 

“Definitely Good. Now if you’ll excuse me, we have a Ball to get ready for.” 

And with that, Princess Agatha vanished from her reflection, leaving the barrier intact. 


“Um. That’s your sixth piece,” Kiko said, watching Agatha stab another slice of cherry pie. 

Agatha ignored her and stuffed it in her mouth, swallowing away guilt. She’d tell Sophie. Yes, 
she’d tell Sophie everything and Sophie would laugh hysterically and put her in her place. She a 
princess? Tedros her true love? 

“You going to eat that?” Agatha snarfed, mouth full. 

“And I thought you were making progress,” Kiko sighed, sliding over her piece. 

As she devoured it, Agatha refocused on sneaking into the School for Evil. During the first 
attacks, the teachers had besieged the Good Towers with anti-Mogrif enchantments, since they 
figured Sophie was breaking in as a moth, frog, or lily pad. But Sophie had still found a way into 
Good. 

So there has to be another route, Agatha thought. Without thinking, she found herself hustling 
from the Supper Hall to the place she always went to when she needed answers. 

Agatha immediately noticed the new addition to the Gallery of Good. Tedros’ bloodied Trial 
tunic had its own case, labeled TRIAL OF THE CENTURY alongside a brief account of Tedros and 
Sophie’s ill-fated alliance. She could see dozens of fingerprints on the glass, no doubt the fossils 
of ogling girls. Nausea rising, Agatha darted to the School History exhibit, with dozens of maps 
tracking the additions of new towers over the years. She tried to study them for a hidden passage, 
but soon her eyes bleared and she found herself drifting to the familiar corner nook. 

She moved past all the Reader paintings to the one with her and Sophie, haloed by a lake. Her 
eyes misted at the sight of them together, once upon a time, the best of friends. High in the 
School Master’s tower, the Storian would soon write their ending. How far would it take them 
from that sunlit shore? 

She looked at the painting next to it, the last one in the row. The dark vision of children hurling 
their storybooks into a bonfire while flames and smoke clouds devoured the Woods around them. 

The Reader Prophecy, Lady Lesso had said. 

Was this Gavaldon’s future? 

Her temples throbbed, trying to make sense of it all. Who cared if children burned books? Why 
was Gavaldon so important to Sader and the School Master? What about all the other villages? 

“What other villages?” 

She had long dismissed the School Master’s words as an unfinished thought. The world was 
made of villages like hers somewhere beyond Gavaldon’s woods. But why weren’t they in this 
gallery? Why weren’t their children taken? 

As her neck prickled red, her focus veered back to the smoke clouds closing in on the painted 
children. Because now she saw they weren’t clouds at all. 

They were shadows. 

Hulking and black. Creeping from the burning Woods into the village. 

And they didn’t look human. 

Suddenly her own shadow on the wall was growing, gnarling. Agatha whirled in horror— 

“Professor Sader,” she exhaled. 

“Pm afraid I’m not much of a painter, Agatha,” he said, clutching a suitcase that matched his 
shamrock suit. “Reactions to my new addition have been rather poor.” 

“But what are those shadows?” 

“Thought I'd check up after I found some thorns missing from the Exhibition of Evil. 
Sometimes villains act exactly as you’d expect,” he sighed and headed to the door. 


“Wait! Why is that your last painting?” Agatha pressed. “Is that how Sophie and my fairy tale 
ends?” 

Professor Sader turned back. “You see, Agatha, seers simply cannot answer questions. Indeed, 
if I were to answer your question, I’d age ten years on the spot as punishment. It is the reason 
most seers look so terribly old. It takes a few mistakes to learn how not to answer them. 
Thankfully, I myself have made only one.” 

He smiled and started to leave again. 

“But I need to know if Tedros is Sophie’s true love!” Agatha cried. “Tell me if he kisses her!” 

“Have you learned anything from my gallery, Agatha?” Sader said, turning. 

Agatha eyed taxidermied animals around him. “That you like your students well stuffed?” 

He didn’t smile. “Not every hero achieves glory. But the ones that do share something in 
common.” Apparently he wanted her to guess what this was. 

“They kill villains?” she said. 

“No questions.” 

“They kill villains.” 

“Think deeper, Agatha. What links our greatest heroes?” 

She followed his glassy gaze to royal blue banners draped from the ceiling, each celebrating an 
iconic hero. Snow White encased in her coffin, Cinderella slipping into the glass heel, Jack 
slaying the towering giant, Gretel shoving the witch into the oven... 

“They find happiness,” she said lamely. 

“Ah, well. I have stuffing to get back to.” 

“Wait—” 

Agatha focused on the banners and steadied her mind. Deeper. Beneath the surface, what did 
these heroes have in common? True, they all shared beauty, kindness, triumph, but where had 
they started? Snow White lived in the shadow of her stepmother. Cinderella was a maid to two 
stepsisters. Jack’s mother told him he was stupid. Gretel’s parents left her in the Woods to 
die.... 

It wasn’t their endings they shared in common. 

It was their beginnings. 

“They trusted their enemies,” Agatha said to her professor. 

“Yes, their fairy tales all started when they never expected it,” Sader said, silver swan glinting 
brighter on suit pocket. “After graduating from our school, they went into the Woods expecting 
epic battles with monsters and wizards, only to find their fairy tales unfold right in their own 
houses. They didn’t realize that villains are the ones closest to us. They didn’t realize that to find 
ahappy ending, a hero must first look right under his nose.” 

“So Sophie has to look under her nose,” Agatha snapped as he walked away. “That’s your 
advice.” 

“I wasn’t talking about Sophie.” 

Agatha stared at him, speechless. 

“Tell them there’s no need to worry,” he said from the door. “I’ve already found a 
replacement.” 

It closed behind him. 

“Wait!” Agatha ran, throwing it open. “Are you going somewh—” 

But Professor Sader wasn't in the corridor. She sprinted into the stair room, but he wasn't there 
either. Her teacher had, quite simply, disappeared. 


Agatha stood between the four staircases, stomach sinking. There was something here she was 
missing. Something that told her she had this whole story wrong. But then she heard words 
drumming in her head, demanding her attention. 

Under your nose. 

That’s when she saw it. 

The trail of chocolate crumbs up the Honor stairs. 


The specks of chocolate snaked up three flights of blue glass, through the seashell mosaic of the 
dormitory floor, and abruptly stopped in front of the boys’ lavatory. 

Agatha put her ear to the pearl-encrusted door and lurched back as two Everboys came out of 
their room across from her. 

“Sorry—” she stammered. “I’m, uh, just—” 

“That’s the one that likes boys’ toilets,” she heard as they shuffled past. 

With a sigh, Agatha pushed through the door. 

The Honor toilets looked less like a bathroom and more like a mausoleum, with marble floors, 
friezes of mermen battling sea serpents, urinals flushing royal blue water, and massive ivory 
stalls each with a sapphire toilet and tub. Where the Evergirls’ toilets reeked of perfume, here she 
inhaled the smell of clean skin with a hint of sweat. Following the chocolate trail along the stalls 
and wet blue tubs, she found herself wondering which one Tedros had just used. .. . She burned 
beet red. Since when do you think about boys! Since when do you think about bathtubs! You’ve 
completely lost your— 

A sniffle. From the last stall. 

“Hello?” she called. 

No response. 

She knocked on its door. 

“Excuse me,” a deep voice returned, obviously fake. 

“Dot, open the door.” 

After a long silence, the door unlatched. Dot’s clothes, hair, stall were peppered with chocolate 
shreds, as if she had attempted to turn toilet paper into a sustainable diet and succeeded only in 
making a mess. 

“T thought Sophie was my friend!” she blubbered. “But then she took my room and my friends 
and now I have nowhere to go!” 

“So you’re living in a boys’ toilet?” 

“I can’t tell Nevers they kicked me out!” Dot wailed, blowing snot in her sleeve. “They’d 
torment me more than they already do!” 

“But there has to be somewhere else—” 

“I tried to sneak into your Supper Hall, but a fairy bit me before I escaped!” 

Agatha grimaced, knowing exactly which fairy it was. 

“Dot, if anyone finds you here, they’ll fail you!” 

“Better failed than a homeless, friendless villain,” Dot sobbed into her hands. “How would 
Sophie like it if someone did it to her? How would she like it if you took her prince? No one 
could ever be that Evil!” 

Agatha swallowed. “I just need to talk to her,” she said anxiously. “I’ll help her get Tedros 
back, okay? Pll fix everything, Dot. I promise.” 

Dot’s sobs softened to sniffles. 


“True friends can make things right, no matter how bad they seem,” Agatha insisted. 

“Even witches like Hester and Anadil?” Dot whimpered. 

Agatha touched her shoulder. “Even witches.” 

Slowly Dot peeked up from her hands. “I know Sophie says you’re a witch, but you wouldn’t 
fit in our school at all.” 

Agatha felt ill again. “I mean, how did you even get here?” she frowned, picking chocolate 
crumbs out of Dot’s hair. “There’s no way to cross between the two schools anymore.” 

“Of course there is. How do you think Sophie attacked all those nights?” 

Agatha yanked Dot’s hair in surprise. 
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Symptoms 


The roaring sewer river stretched through the long tunnel from Good to Evil, interrupted only 


by the Doom Room at the halfway point between the two schools. The Beast had long guarded 
the halfway point, where clear water from the lake turned to roiling sludge from the moat. But 
for the last two weeks, Sophie had trespassed unchecked and would no doubt return tonight as 
promised. Agatha’s only hope was to stop her before she crossed back into Good. 





As Agatha hugged the tunnel walls, approaching the Doom Room, her chest tightened. Sophie 
had never spoken of her punishment there. Had the Beast left invisible scars? Had he hurt her in 
ways no one could know? 

“Wait until they’re about to kill him.” 

Agatha’s head whipped down the tunnel. 

“Tedros has to think you saved him from death,” echoed Anadil’s voice. 

Sweating through her dress, Agatha nudged along the sewer wall, until she saw three shadows 
crouched in front of the dungeon’s rusted grating. 

“All the Evers will think it’s Anadil’s attack, not yours,” Hester said, voice resounding above 
the river’s roar. “Tedros will think you saved him. He’ll think you risked your life.” 

“And then he’ll love me?” asked the third shadow. 

Agatha stumbled back in surprise. 

Hester spun. “Who’s there?” 

Agatha inched out from the shadows—Hester and Anadil jumped to their feet. Slowly the third 


shadow turned. 

In the dim light, Sophie looked bloodless, sunken, and a good deal thinner. “My dear, dear 
Agatha.” 

Agatha’s mouth went dry. “What’s happening?” she rasped. 

“We’re helping a prince keep his promise.” 

“By staging an attack?” 

“By showing how much I love him,” Sophie answered. 

From the Doom Room came a clamor of loud grunts and squeals. Agatha reeled back. “What 
was that?” 

Sophie smiled. “Anadil’s been working on her Circus Talent.” 

Agatha sprang forward to see what was in the cell, but Hester held her back. Over her shoulder, 
Agatha glimpsed three giant black snouts jutting from the grates, baring razor-sharp teeth. They 
were sniffing something just out of reach. 

An Everboy’s necktie with an embroidered T. 

“Can’t see very well, poor things,” Sophie sighed. “Target by scent.” 

Agatha bleached white. “But that’s—that’s Tedros’—” 

“T’ll stop them before they do any harm, of course. Just give him a good scare.” 

“But—but—suppose they attack other people!” 

“Isn’t this what you said you wanted? For me to find love?” Sophie said, unblinking. 
“Unfortunately, this really is the safest way after all that’s happened.” 

Agatha couldn’t speak. 

“Tve missed you, Aggie,” Sophie said softly. “I really have.” 

Her head cocked. “Still, it’s strange. The Agatha I know would love a hall of dead princes.” 

Another violent grunt from the dungeon. Agatha ran for a door, but Anadil caught her and 
shoved her to the wall— 

“Sophie, you can’t do this!” Agatha pleaded, fighting her grip. “You have to ask him to forgive 
you! It’s the only way to make everything right again!” 

Sophie’s eyes widened in surprise. They slowly narrowed. “Come closer, Agatha.” 

Agatha wrenched free from Anadil and stepped into torchlight leaking from the Doom Room. 

“Sophie, please listen to me—” 

“You look . . . different.” 

“Ever supper is almost over, Sophie,” Anadil pressed, prompting impatient grunts in the cell. 

“Sophie, you can apologize to Tedros at the Circus,” Agatha said, raising her voice over them. 
“When it’s your turn onstage! Then everyone will see you’re Good!” 

“T think I prefer the old Agatha,” Sophie said, searching her face. 

“Sophie, I won’t let you attack my school—” 

“Your school!” Sophie shrieked so loudly Agatha cringed. “So now it’s your school, is it?” She 
pointed to sludge past the halfway point. “Are you saying that school is mine?” 

“No—of course not—” Agatha stuttered. “Tedros will see through this, Sophie! He wants 
someone he can trust!” 

“And now you know what my prince wants?” 

“T want you to get him back!” 

“You know, I don’t think this look suits you, Agatha,” Sophie said, stepping towards her. 

Agatha retreated. “Sophie, I’m on your side—” 

“No, I’m afraid it doesn’t suit you at all.” 


Agatha slipped and fell, landing an inch from the roaring river. She crawled forward and froze 
with horror. So did Anadil and Hester. 

The Beast stared back at them, hulking black body snared in muck against the river wall, dead 
eyes flecked with blood. 

Agatha slowly raised her head to see Sophie gazing at him. 

“Good never wants to hurt, Agatha. But sometimes love means punishing villains that stand in 
our way.” 

Howls echoed from above. “Supper’s over,” Anadil gasped. 

Hester tore her eyes from the Beast— “Now, Ani! Free them now!” 

Panicked, Anadil thrust out a glowing finger to blast open the cell door. 

“T have to warn him,” Agatha spluttered, scrambling to her feet, but a force tackled her down. 

She looked up, dazed. Hester pinned her chest over the river’s halfway point. “Don’t you get 
it?” she hissed in her ear. “Tedros is her Nemesis! If Sophie’s symptoms start, she’ll stop at 
nothing to kill him! We’re saving his life!” 

“No—it’s Evil—” Agatha wheezed. “This is Evil!” 

Sophie approached and peered down at her hanging over the edge between sludge and lake. 

“Be gentle, Hester. Just help her back to her real school. . . .” 

Agatha heard the lock catch, saw the shadows of mammoth creatures squealing at the grates— 

“Please, Sophie—don’t do it—” 

Sophie met her eyes, softening. 

“Don’t worry, Agatha. This time Pll have my happy ending.” 

Her face went ice-cold. 

“Because you won’t be there to ruin it.” 

Hester pushed Agatha into spewing slime. Dragged towards Evil, she gurgled and spat, tried in 
vain to open her stinging eyes. But just as the moat grabbed her in its rip current, she lunged her 
hands out blindly, found cold skin—and pulled Sophie in. 

The two girls sank deep into churning darkness. Terrified, Agatha shoved Sophie away and 
kicked towards the halfway point and clear water ahead. She glanced back to see a distant 
silhouette thrashing and sinking in sludge. Sophie couldn’t swim. Losing air, Agatha swiveled 
between clear water and Sophie, towing under. With her last ounce of breath, she dove, seized 
Sophie’s waist, and lugged her to the surface. Their heads bobbed above slime far down the Evil 
sewer— 

“Help—” Sophie burbled— 

“Hold on to me,” Agatha shouted, pulling her against the gushing muck. Choking, heaving, she 
flailed for the wall, but with Sophie’s weight, she couldn’t reach it. Either she let go of her or 
took a chance against the current. 

“Don’t let me die,” Sophie begged. 

Agatha clasped her tighter and lunged for the wall. Her fingers missed and slime crashed into 
them, ripping their bodies apart. Submerged, she grasped for Sophie but caught only her glass 
heel, and she watched her friend pulled drowning into darkness. 

In a flash, silvery hooks snared them both— 

Stunned, the two girls looked back to see the shimmering wave propel them out of sludge into 
clear blue water. In the wave’s swell, they realized they could breathe and surrendered the last 
gasps in their puffed cheeks. As their pupils locked, Agatha saw Sophie’s face grow sad, scared, 
as if woken from a terrible dream. But just as the enchanted wave pulled them to separate crests, 


about to hurl them back to their schools, Agatha’s eyes flared open. 

A familiar shadow was tearing towards them, black and crooked. Before Agatha could scream, 
it bashed into the wave, dislodging the girls from its grasp. The shadow seized them in its 
spindly fingers and dragged them away from the castles towards the lake’s outer banks. Agatha 
saw Sophie writhing against the shadow and joined her in the fight. Beaten back, the shadow lost 
its grip, but just as Sophie lurched for Agatha, it grabbed Sophie by the hips and threw her out of 
the water with shocking strength. Choking in horror, Agatha tried to swim away, but the shadow 
pounced and pulled her ahead, smashing underwater towards a reef of sharp rock. She closed her 
eyes, prayed for instant death, just in time to feel the School Master dig his grip into her flesh 
and fling her from the lake into cold night air. 


Agatha hit the ground so hard she was sure she’d black out. 

Somehow she held on, long enough to open her eyes and see massive trees, ringed with violet 
thorns. She must be somewhere on the Good grounds. Agatha tried to sit up, but her body 
exploded with pain and collapsed back to soggy dirt. Why had the School Master attacked the 
wave? How could he hurl her here with no explanation? Her head throbbed with anger and 
confusion. She’d tell Professor Dovey what happened—she’d demand answers— 

But first she had to get back to school. 

Agatha craned her head up. All she could see were the same enormous trees, garlanded with 
purple briars. She must be near that flower field where she and the Evergirls arrived that first 
day. But where was the lake? She glanced behind her and caught a reflective gleam through 
branches. Flooding with relief, she crawled forward, wincing every inch, until it was close 
enough to see. 

Her mouth fell open. 

It wasn’t the lake. It was spiked, golden gates with a sign: “TRESPASSERS WILL BE 
KILLED.” The School for Good glowed high behind them, spires lit up blue and pink. 

Agatha wasn’t on school grounds. 

She was in the Woods. 

“Agatha!” Sophie cried nearby. 

Agatha paled. 

The School Master had set them free. 

She felt a crush of relief, then stabs of fear. All she had ever wanted was to go home with 
Sophie. But what had happened in the sewers left her terrified. 

“Agatha! Where are you!” 

Agatha didn’t make a sound. Should she find her? Or should she escape home alone? 

Her heart beat faster. But how could she leave now? When she finally felt she belonged? 

“Agatha! It’s me!” 

The pain in Sophie’s voice snapped her out of her trance. What’s happened to me? 

Sophie was right. She had started to believe this was her school, her fairy tale. She had even 
started to hope that the face she kept seeing might belong to... 

No one could ever be that Evil, Dot said. 

Agatha flushed with guilt. 

“Sophie, I’m coming!” she yelled. 

Sophie didn’t answer. Suddenly anxious, Agatha scraped forward in the direction of her last 
call, swan crest twinkling in the dark. Something tickled her leg. 


She glanced down to see a vine of violet thorns creep towards her hip. She kicked it away, only 
to see it snag her other leg. She lunged back, but two cuffed her arms, two took her feet, briars 
multiplying until they snared every inch of her flesh. Agatha jerked to escape, but the thorns 
pinned her to the ground like a lamb to slaughter. Then a thick one came, dark and engorged, 
snaking maleficently up her chest. It stopped an inch from her face and eyed her with its purple 
lance. With calm ease, it coiled back and stabbed for her swan. 

Steel slashed the thorn open. Warm, bronzed arms pulled Agatha up— 

“Hold on to me!” Tedros yelled, hacking briars with his training sword. 

Dazed, Agatha clung to his chest as he withstood thorn lashes with moans of pain. Soon he had 
the upper hand and pulled Agatha from the Woods towards the spiked gates, which glowed in 
recognition and pulled apart, cleaving a narrow path for the two Evers. As the gates speared shut 
behind them, Agatha looked up at limping Tedros, crisscrossed with bloody scratches, blue shirt 
shredded away. 

“Had a feeling Sophie was getting in through the Woods,” he panted, hauling her up into 
slashed arms before she could protest. “So Professor Dovey gave me permission to take some 
fairies and stake out the outer gates. Should have known you’d be here trying to catch her 
yourself.” 

Agatha gaped at him dumbly. 

“Stupid idea for a princess to take on witches alone,” Tedros said, dripping sweat on her pink 
dress. 

“Where is she?” Agatha croaked. “Is she safe?” 

“Not a good idea for princesses to worry about witches either,” Tedros said, hands gripping her 
waist. Her stomach exploded with butterflies. 

“Put me down,” she sputtered— 

“More bad ideas from the princess.” 

“Put me down!” 

Tedros obeyed and Agatha pulled away. 

“Pm not a princess!” she snapped, fixing her collar. 

“If you say so,” the prince said, eyes drifting downward. 

Agatha followed them to her gashed legs, waterfalls of brilliant blood. She saw blood blurring 

Tedros smiled. “One...two... three...” 

She fainted in his arms. 

“Definitely a princess,” he said. 

Tedros carried her towards six distant fairies playing in the lake, and stopped cold. In dead 
grass, Sophie looked up from her knees, black robes bloodied. 

“Agatha?” 

“You!” Tedros hissed. 

Sophie blocked his path, holding out her arms. “Give her to me. Pl take her.” 

“This is your fault!” Tedros lashed, clasping Agatha tighter. 

“She saved my life,” Sophie breathed. “She’s my friend.” 

“A princess can’t be friends with a witch!” 

Sophie flared and her finger glowed pink. Tedros saw it and his finger instantly glowed gold, 
raised to defend— 

Slowly, Sophie’s face weakened. Her finger dimmed. 


“T don’t know what’s happened to me,” she whispered, tears welling. 

“Don’t even try it,” Tedros snarled. 

“Tt’s that school,” she sobbed. “It’s changed me.” 

“Move out of my way!” 

“Please—give me a chance!” 

“Move!” 

“Let me show you I’m Good!” 

“I warned you,” he said, storming for her— 

“Tedros, I’m sorry!” Sophie cried, but he just shoved her aside and forged ahead. 

“The Good forgive,” a voice whispered. 

Tedros stopped. He looked down at Agatha, weak against his chest. 

“You promised her, Tedros,” Agatha said quietly. 

He stared at her, stunned. “What? What are you say—” 

“Take her back to the castle,” said Agatha. “Show everyone she’s your princess for the Ball.” 

“But she’s—she’s—” 

“My friend,” said Agatha, meeting Sophie’s shocked eyes. 

Tedros’ head whipped between them. 

“No! Agatha, listen to me—” 

“Keep your word, Tedros,” Agatha said. “You have to.” 

“T can’t—” he pleaded— 

“Forgive her.” Agatha looked deep into his eyes. “For me.” 

Tedros’ voice caught and he lost his fire. 

“Go,” said Agatha, wresting from his grip. “Pll come back with the fairies.” 

Miserable, Tedros stripped off the remains of his blue shirt and draped them around her 
shivering pink shoulders. He opened his mouth to fight— 

“Go,” she said. 

Tedros couldn’t look at her and angrily turned away—his gashed leg buckled. Sophie lunged 
and thrust her shoulder beneath his arm, gripping him by the chest. The prince recoiled at her 
touch. 

“Please, Teddy,” Sophie whispered through shamed tears. “I promise Pll change.” 

Tedros pushed her away, struggling to stand. But then he saw Agatha behind Sophie, her gaze 
reminding him of his own promise. 

Tedros tried to fight himself . . . tried to tell himself promises could be broken . . . but he knew 
the truth. He went limp against Sophie’s chest. 

Surprised, Sophie helped him forward, afraid to say a word. Tedros looked back at Agatha, 
who slackened with relief and shambled behind them on her own. Resigned, the prince exhaled 
and hobbled ahead under Sophie’s arm. 

Sophie pulled him towards the lake with all of her strength, panting, sniffling. Little by little, 
she felt Tedros surrender to her grip. With a shy glance at him, she smiled through tears, her 
delicate face repentant. Finally the prince managed a grudging smile in return. 

The half-moon glided from behind clouds, showering them with cleansing light. As he and 
Sophie reached the lake, bodies intertwined, Tedros looked down at their two shadows in perfect 
step, at his boots beside her glass slippers, at his bloody reflection in glimmering waters, glowing 
next to—an ugly, old hag’s. 

Tedros spun in horror, but there was only beautiful Sophie, shepherding him gently to Good. 


He glanced back at the lake, but the water had clouded. His skin burst into chills. 

“I can’t—” he choked, wrenching free— 

“Teddy?” Sophie gasped. 

He staggered back and hoisted Agatha, who hacked with surprise. 

Sophie blanched. “Teddy, what did I d—” 

“Stay away from us!” he said, clutching Agatha to his chest. “Stay away from us both!” 

“Us?” Sophie shrieked. 

“Tedros, wait—” Agatha begged—“What about—” 

“Let her find her way to Evil,” the prince spat, and raised his glowing finger to call the fairies. 

Sophie shrank in shock. Agatha looked back at her from Tedros’ arms, flushed with apology. 
But her friend’s face had no forgiveness. Instead it swelled red with feral fury and hate— 

“LOOK AT HER!” 

The echo blasted across the lake. 

Agatha went white. 

“SHE’S A WITCH!” Sophie screamed. 

Slowly Tedros turned, his eyes cutting through her. “Look closer.” 

Sophie watched in horror as fairies swirled around the two Evers. In Tedros’ arms, Agatha had 
the same expression. 

For now she saw they were in the right schools all along. 

As Sophie watched the fairies fly Agatha and her prince away, she stood frozen on the 
lakeshore, panting warm breath, alone in the darkness. Her muscles knotted with tension, then 
her fingers curled to crackling fists. Her blood boiled hotter, hotter, her body blazing with fire, 
and just as she thought she’d explode into flames—a sharp pain stabbed her chin. Sophie put her 
hand to it. 

Something there. 

Her fingers crawled over it, trying to understand, until she felt wet drops splash onto her arm. 
She stepped back as the wave rose high, swathing her in shadow— 

Sophie crashed through the window of Room 66 in a heap of sludge. 

Hester and Anadil leapt off the bed. “We searched everywhere—where were you—” 

Hand to her face, Sophie crawled past them to the last shard of mirror left on the wall and 
stopped cold. 

There was a thick black wart on her chin. 

Sophie frantically picked at it, pulled at it—then saw her roommates in her reflection, both 
white as sheets. 

“Symptoms,” they gasped. 

Dripping, shaking, Sophie dashed up the stairs to the top-floor study and blasted the lock open 
with her glowing finger. Lady Lesso exploded from her bedroom in her nightgown, finger thrust 
out. Sophie instantly levitated off the floor, strangled for breath. 

Lady Lesso lowered her hand, bringing Sophie gently to the floor. Eyes wide, she slunk 
towards Sophie and took her trembling face in her sharp red nails. 

“Just in time for the Circus,” she said, fingers caressing the swollen black wart. “The Evers are 
in for a surprise.” 

Sophie flailed for words— 

“Sometimes our henchmen know us better than we do ourselves,” Lady Lesso marveled. 

Sophie shook her head, not understanding. 


Her teacher’s lips grazed her ear. “He’s waiting for you.” 


As the torches in the castles went dark, only a pregnant moon remained, lighting up a shadow 
slashing through the Blue Forest. Shrouded in her black snakeskin cape, Sophie smashed through 
ferns and oaks, shivering uncontrollably. When she arrived at the giant stone well, she slammed 
her body against the rock blocking its shaft, over and over before it budged. Climbing into the 
bucket, she lowered herself deep into darkness, until a piece of moonlight lit up the bottom. 

Against a smooth, milky wall, Grimm waited, cheeks and wings blackened with grime. The 
walls around him were covered in thousands of drawings of the same face. A face carved in 
bloodred lipstick. A face she couldn’t make out in her dreams. But here, in the dead of night, her 
Nemesis had a name. 

And it wasn’t Tedros. 
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The Circus of Talents 


“To Professor Dovey’s office,” Tedros ordered the fairies as he and Agatha trailed blood into 
the sky. 

“To my room,” Agatha ordered the fairies flying her. 

“But you’re hurt!” Tedros said, shivering— 

“We tell anyone what happened and things will be worse than they already are,” said Agatha. 





The fairies pulled them apart. “Wait!” Tedros yelled— 

“Tell no one!” Agatha called back, receding towards pink spires. 

“Will you be at the Circus?” Tedros shouted, dragged towards blue— 

But Agatha didn’t answer as he and his fairies diminished into twinkles of light. 

As her own fairies lifted her into dark sky, she looked out at the silver tower shadowed over 
the bay, heartsick and numb. The School Master had warned them. He had seen who they were. 

She wrapped Tedros’ bloody shirt around her as fairies flew her higher, higher into knifing 
wind. But as Agatha gazed up at lantern-lit windows, aglow with silhouettes dressing for 
proposals, guilt and shock burned to anger. 

Villains are the ones closest to us. 

Villains in the cloak of best friends. 

Oh, yes, she’d be at that Circus. 

Because Sader was right. 

This was never Sophie’s fairy tale. 

It was hers. 


“So there was no attack after all?” Professor Anemone asked, sipping steaming cider. 

Standing at her study window, Professor Dovey looked out at the School Master’s tower, 
burnished red in sinking sun. “Professor Espada said the boys found nothing. Meanwhile, Tedros 
spent half the night uselessly scouring the grounds. Perhaps that was Sophie’s tactic. Rob our 
best players of sleep.” 

“The girls barely slept either,” Professor Anemone said, dabbing cider off the swan on her 
camel-fur nightrobe. “Let’s hope they look decent for their proposals.” 

“What is he so afraid of us seeing?” Professor Dovey said, peering at the tower. “What is the 
point of us preparing students for these trials if we cannot be there for them?” 

“Because we won’t be there for them in the Woods, Clarissa.” 

Professor Dovey turned from the window. 

“It is why he forbids us to interfere,” Professor Anemone said. “No matter how cruel children 
are to each other, nothing can prepare them for how cruel their stories can be.” 

Professor Dovey was quiet for amoment. 

“You should go, dear,” she said finally. 

Professor Anemone followed her eyes to the sunset and jumped. “Goodness! You’d be stuck 
with me all night! Thank you for the cider.” She swept to the door— 

“Emma.” 

Professor Anemone looked back. 

“She scares me,” said Professor Dovey. “That girl.” 

“Your students are ready, Clarissa.” 

Professor Dovey managed a smile and nodded. “We’ll hear their victory cries soon enough, 
won’t we?” 

Emma blew a kiss and closed the door behind her. 

Professor Dovey watched the sun smothered by the horizon. As the sky went dark, she heard a 
lock snap behind her. Quickly, she shuffled to the door and yanked at it—then blasted it with her 
wand, shot it with her finger. . . . But it was sealed shut by magic greater than hers. 

Her face contorted with nerves, then slowly relaxed. 

“They’ ll be safe,” she sighed, trudging into her bedchamber. “They always are.” 


At 8:00 p.m. on the night before the Ball, the students entered the Theater of Tales to see it had 
been fully enchanted for the occasion. Above each side floated a chandelier of ten swan-shaped 
candles, burning white over Good and blue-black over Evil. Between them hovered the steel 
Circus Crown, brilliant in flame light with seven long, sharp spires, awaiting the night’s winner. 

Evergirls arrived first, primed for their Ball proposals in colorful evening gowns and nervous 
smiles. As they entered the west doors, waving flags with white swans and banners blaring 
TEAM GOOD!, glass flowers spritzed them with fragrance and crystal friezes came to life. 

“Greetings, fair maiden, will your talent win us the Crown?” puffed a crystal prince as he 
fought a dragon spewing scalding mist. 

“T hear this Sophie child is quite formidable. Can you defeat her?” interjected a crystal princess 
next to him on a glittering spinning wheel. 

“I didn’t make the team,” Kiko admitted. 

“Always one who’s left behind,” the prince said, stabbing the dragon through. 

Through the east doors, roaring Nevers shoved in, waving hideous signs scrawled TEAM 


EVIL! while Hort flapped a black swan flag so eagerly it broke stalactites off the ceiling, sending 
Nevers stampeding for cover. As he lunged for a seat, Hort took in the scorch marks on walls, 
contorting to shadows of monsters eating peasants and witches cooking children, while nearby 
pew friezes had come alive, with woodcut princes shrieking as carved villains stabbed them, 
spurting black sap everywhere. 

“Who did all this?” he goggled, splattered with sap. 

“The School Master,” Ravan said, plugging his ears from the shrieks. “No wonder he doesn’t 
let teachers in.” 

Meanwhile, as the last Nevergirls and Everboys arrived, herded by wolves and fairies, they too 
felt the thrill of a room without adults. Only Tedros looked unimpressed, the last to limp through 
in creamy white breeches, chest gashed through the undone laces of a royal blue shirt. Face 
sprinkled with angry scratches, he scanned the Evers seats for someone, then slumped with 
disappointment into his own. 

Watching him, Hester tensed. “Where’s Sophie?” she hissed to Anadil, ignoring Dot’s glares 
down the pew. 

“She never came back from Lesso’s!” Anadil whispered. 

“Maybe Lesso cured her?” 

“Or maybe the symptoms got worse! Suppose she attacks Tedros!” 

“But he doesn’t have any symptoms, Ani,” Hester said, gazing at the prince. “When a villain’s 
symptoms start, their Nemesis grows stronger!” 

But slouched in his seat, Tedros just looked ashen and weak. 

Anadil gaped at him. “But if he’s not Sophie’s Nemesis, then who is?” 

Behind them the Ever doors opened and into the Theater glided the most beautiful princess 
they’d ever seen. 

She wore a midnight-blue gown glittering with delicate gold leaves, long velvet train trailing 
down the aisle. Her lustrous ebony hair was swept up high with a tiara of blue orchids. Around 
her neck was a ruby pendant that dripped over fair skin like blood on snow. Her big dark eyes 
flaunted gold shadow, her lips a dewy rose sheen. 

“A bit late in the term for new students,” Tedros said, ogling. 

“She’s not new,” said Chaddick next to him. 

Tedros tracked his stare to black clumps peeking beneath the gown and choked. 

Smiling slyly, Agatha passed Beatrix, who turned to stone, boys who dribbled into their laps, 
girls who suddenly feared for their Ball dates, and nestled in next to Kiko, whose eyes were wide 
enough to pop. 

“Black magic?” Kiko peeped. 

“Groom Room,” Agatha whispered, spotting Sophie’s empty seat. She saw Tedros noticing it 
too. He looked back and his big blue eyes met hers. 

Across the aisle, Hester and Anadil went white with understanding. 

“Welcome to the Circus of Talents.” 

Students all looked up to see the white wolf onstage, a fairy hovering beside him. “Tonight will 
consist of twenty duels, in order of ranks,” he boomed. “The 10th-ranked Ever will perform his 
talent, followed by the 10th-ranked Never. The School Master will anoint a winner and publicly 
punish the loser.” 

Students eagerly scanned the Theater for him. The wolf snorted and continued. 

“We’ll proceed through the 9th pair, then the 8th pair, then all the way down to the 1st-ranked 


pair. At the end of the Circus, whoever the School Master deems the most impressive talent will 
win the Circus Crown and his school will win the Theater of Tales for the next year.” 

Good chanted, “OURS! OURS!” while Nevers added, “NO MORE! NO MORE!”— 

“Just ’cause there are no teachers here doesn’t mean you can act like animals,” the wolf 
growled, fairy chiming agreement. “I don’t care if I have to beat a princess or two to get out of 
here faster.” 

Evergirls gasped. 

“If you have questions, keep them to yourself. If you need the toilet, go in your pants,” the 
wolf boomed. “Because the doors are locked and the Circus begins now.” 

Agatha and Tedros exhaled relief. Hester and Anadil too. 

Because for all the acts they’d see tonight, Sophie’s wouldn't be one of them. 


Evers won the first four Circus contests, leaving Nevers to suffer the School Master’s 
punishments. Brone started hiccuping butterflies, Arachne blindly chased her bouncing eye all 
over the theater, Vex had his pointy ears swollen to the size of an elephant’s, all victims of the 
Circus’ unseen judge, who seemed to delight in punishing Evil. 

Watching another of Evil’s swan candles extinguish, Agatha felt ill. Only three more duels 
until her turn. 

“What’s your talent?” Kiko nudged. 

“Does wearing makeup count?” Agatha said uncomfortably, noticing Everboys still sneaking 
awed glances. 

“Doesn’t matter how they look at you, Agatha! No prince will propose to anyone who loses to 
Evil!” 

Agatha stiffened. Her mind was fogged with a thousand things, but only one mattered. Because 
if no one proposed to her... 

You fail. 

Breath shallowing, Agatha turned to the stage. She needed a talent now. 

“Presenting Never Ravan!” the wolf called, and the phoenix carved into the stage front glowed 
green. 

With his oily black mane and big black pupils, Ravan peered down at yawning Evers, ready for 
another lame curse or villainous monologue. He nodded down at his bunk mates, who pulled 
drums from beneath their pews and gave him a beat; Ravan started to hop from one foot to 
another, then added sharp arm poses, and before the Nevers knew it, one of their best villains 
was... 

“Dancing?” Hester said, gaping. 

Drumbeats grew faster, Ravan’s stomps louder, and his eyes turned malevolent red. 

“Red eyes for a villain,” Tedros muttered. “Groundbreaking.” 

But then came a sharp crack. At first they thought it was Ravan’s feet, then they saw it was his 
head, for there was a second one next to the first. He stomped again and a third head appeared, 
then a fourth, a fifth until ten snarling heads balanced on his neck in a sickening row. Drums 
deafened, stomps climaxed, and Ravan leapt from the stage to a wide-legged squat, stuck out ten 
swollen tongues, and burst into screaming flames. 

Nevers launched to their feet, whooping wildly. 

“Who can beat that!” Ravan spat, restored to one head as smoke cleared. 

Agatha noticed the wolf guards of Evil didn’t look impressed. Instead it was the fairies who 


buzzed excitedly. Perhaps they made a bet on the final score, she thought, refocusing on her 
missing talent. Each Never was getting better and unlike the Evers who’d won so far, she 
couldn’t twirl ribbons or do sword tricks or charm snakes. How could she prove herself Good? 

Agatha saw Tedros stare at her again and she felt her insides twist, squeezing away her breath. 
All along, she had thought getting home with Sophie was her happy ending. But it wasn’t. Her 
happy ending was here in this magical world. With her prince. 

How far she’d come from her graveyard. 

Now she had her own story. Her own life. 

Tedros’ eyes pinned on her, glowing, hopeful, like there was no one else in the world. 

He’s yours, her reflection had promised, dressed just as she was now. She had gone to the 
Groom Room hoping to feel just like that princess smiling back at her on the Bridge. 

But why wasn’t she smiling, then? Why was she still thinking of... 

Sophie? 

Tedros smiled brighter and mouthed through cupped hands. “What’s your talent?” 

Agatha’s stomach sank. Her turn was coming. 

“Presenting Ever Chaddick!” the white wolf announced, the carved phoenix now glowing gold. 

Nevers assaulted Chaddick with boos and fistfuls of gruel. The Evil decorations got into the act 
too, with the walls’ scorch marks depicting him beaten, burned, beheaded, while villains carved 
into the pews shot him with splinters and sap. Chaddick, blond furry arms folded to his barrel 
chest, drank all this in with a placid smile. Then he drew his bow and fired an arrow into the 
seats. It ricocheted off pews, grazing Nevers’ ears and necks, boomeranged through walls and 
bled scorch marks red before it bounced off carvings, impaling each one until they moaned in 
chorus and went dead quiet. 

Another candle burnt out in Evil’s chandelier. 

Ravan’s smile vanished. Immediately he was yanked into the air by an invisible force. A pig 
nose exploded onto his face, a tail burst from his bottom, and he fell to the aisle with a loud oink. 

“Evers win,” the wolf grinned. 

Strange, Agatha thought. Why does he want his own side to lose? 

“Only two more pairs until your turn!” Kiko whispered. 

Agatha’s heart skittered. She couldn’t focus with her mind whiplashing between Sophie and 
Tedros, between excitement and guilt. Talent... Think of a talent... She could neither Mogrify, 
since the teachers’ counterspells were still in place, nor could she do any of her favorite spells, 
since they were all Evil. 

“Pll just call a bird or something,” she murmured, trying to remember Uma’s lessons. 

“Um, how will the bird get in?” Kiko asked, nodding at the locked doors. 

Agatha broke her freshly polished nail. 

With her talents still locked in the Doom Room, Anadil tried to curse open the doors, only to 
find the magic too strong to break, and suffer a stinkbug swarm as punishment. Then Hort took 
the stage for his face-off with Beatrix. Since the Trial, Hort had been rising in the ranks, chasing 
a Circus spot he promised would finally earn him “respect.” But now he spent most of his four 
minutes onstage grunting and wheezing, trying to pop hairs from his chest. 

“T ll respect him if he sits down,” Hester grouched as Nevers let out a few boos. 

But just as time ran out, Hort spewed a violent grunt and cracked his neck. He moaned and his 
chest swelled up. He groaned and his cheeks puffed up. He wrenched, he lurched, he jerked, and 
with a primal scream, he exploded out of his clothes. 


Everyone slammed against their seats in shock. 

Hort sneered down, blanketed in dark brown fur over hulking muscles, sharp-toothed snout wet 
and long. 

“He’sa... werewolf?” Anadil gasped. 

“Man-wolf,” Hester said, squelching thoughts of the Beast’s corpse. “More control than a 
werewolf.” 

“See?” Hort the Wolf snarled at all of them. “See?” 

His expression suddenly changed and with a flatulent poof! he deflated into his scrawny, 
hairless body and dove behind the stage to cover himself. 

“T take back the part about control,” Hester said. 

Still, Evil thought they had it won, until Beatrix flounced onstage in a peach prairie dress, 
clutching a familiar white bunny, and sang a song so catchy and sweet that she soon had all the 
Evers singing along: 


I can be rude 
I can act low 
That doesn’t mean I can’t grow 


But who’s always been there 
Who’s always been true 
I’m the one who’s been Good to you 


Not a fair-weather friend 
Or a flash in the pan 
Tedros, don’t I deserve your hand? 


“They’ll be so perfect at the Ball, won't they?” Kiko sighed to Agatha. 

And as she watched Tedros finally join the sing-along, amused by such earnest devotion, 
Agatha had to smile too. Somewhere in there, Beatrix had a speck of Good. All it took was talent 
to show it. 

Agatha blinked and saw Tedros grinning right at her, as if confident she’d produce a talent far 
superior. A talent worthy of Camelot’s son. It was the same look he had given Sophie once upon 
a time. 

Before she failed him. 

“Never Hester versus Ever Agatha!” said the white wolf after Hort was punished with 
porcupine needles. 

Agatha wilted. Her time had run out. 

“Without Sophie, Hester’s our last hope,” Brone hiccupped, spawning a fresh batch of 
butterflies. 

“She doesn’t seem to think so,” frowned elephant-eared Vex, watching Hester slump to the 
stage. 

Soon they saw why, for when Hester unleashed her demon, it only managed a sooty firebolt 
before fading into her neck. She coughed painfully, clutching her heart, as if the poor effort had 
drained her. 

But if Hester went down without a fight, her teammates had no intention of doing the same. 


Like all villains, when defeat loomed, they simply changed the rules. And as Agatha took the 
stage, frantically trying to think of a talent, she heard whispers— “Do it! Do it!”—then Dot’s 
voice—“No!” 

She turned just in time to see boys huddled over a red Spells textbook. Vex raised his glowing 
red finger, shouted an incantation—Agatha went stiff and collapsed unconscious. 

The only sound in the Theater was a stalactite slowly cracking on the ceiling. 

It fell. 

Tedros tackled Vex by his flappy ears. Brone snatched Tedros by the collar, threw him into a 
chandelier, and students dodged falling candles that ignited the aisles. Everboys leapt into the 
Never pews, while Nevers ignited and launched dead butterflies at them from under Brone’s seat. 

Agatha slowly came to onstage and looked up to see Nevers and Evers throwing shoes at each 
other across a burning aisle, clumps, boots, and high heels flying through smoke like missiles. 

Where are the guards? 

Through the haze, she glimpsed wolves beating up Nevers and fairies dive-bombing Evers, 
fueling flames with fairy dust. Agatha wiped her eyes and looked again. Wolves and fairies were 
making this fight . . . worse? 

Then she saw one fairy in particular, biting every pretty girl he could find. 

“I don’t want to die.” 

“I didn’t either,” the white wolf answered. 

In a flash, Agatha understood. 

She flicked her glowing finger and a whip crack of lightning exploded through the aisle, 
shocking everyone still. 

“Sit down,” she commanded. 

No one disobeyed, including wolves and fairies who slunk into the aisle, ashamed. 

Agatha carefully studied these guards of both schools. 

“We think we know what sides we’re on,” she spoke into the silent Theater. “We think we 
know who we are. We tear life apart into Good or Evil, beautiful or ugly, princess or witch, right 
or wrong.” 

She gazed at the biting fairy boy. 

“But what if there are things in between?” 

The fairy looked back at her, tears welling. 

Make a wish, she thought. 

Terrified, the fairy boy shook his head. 

All you have to do is make a wish, Agatha pleaded. 

The fairy boy welled tears, fighting himself... 

Then, just as with the fish, just as with the gargoyle, Agatha began to hear his thoughts. 

Show them... came a voice she knew. 

Show them the truth... 

Agatha smiled sadly at him. Wish granted. 

She thrust out her hand and ghostly blue light burst upward from the fairies’ and wolves’ 
bodies, which froze completely still. 

Shocked, students squinted at human spirits, floating in blue light above the frozen bodies. 
Some of the spirits were their age, most were wizened and old, but all wore their same school 
uniforms—only the ones in Good’s clothes hovered above the wolves’ bodies, with the ones in 
Evil’s above the fairies’. 


Dumbstruck, students whipped to Agatha for explanation. 

Agatha looked up at bald, black-robed Bane, floating above the fairy boy’s body. The boy who 
bit pretty girls in Gavaldon, now a few years older, once-plump cheeks sunken and stained with 
tears. 

“If you fail, you become a slave for the opposite side,” Agatha said. “That’s the School 
Master’s punishment.” 

She took in an old white-haired man over the white wolf, soothing a young girl’s spirit above a 
fairy. 

“Eternal punishment for an impure soul,” Agatha said, as the young girl wept into the old 
man’s arms. “This, he thinks, will fix these bad students. Putting them in the wrong school will 
teach them a lesson. It’s what this world teaches us. That we can only be in one school and not 
the other. But that leaves the question . . .” 

She looked across the phantoms, all as frightened and helpless as Bane. 

“Is it true?” 

Her hand lost steadiness. The phantoms flickered and plunged back into their fairy and wolf 
bodies, which came back to life. 

“Pd set them all free if I could, but his magic is too strong,” Agatha said, voice cracking. “I 
just wish my talent had a better ending.” 

As she slumped down the stage steps, she heard sniffles and looked up to see wolves, fairies, 
children on both sides dabbing their eyes. 

Agatha sank next to Kiko, whose makeup was a runny mess of pink and blue. “I used to hate 
those wolves,” she wailed. “Now I want to hug them.” 

Across the aisle, Agatha saw Hester smile through tears. “Makes me wonder whose side I’m 
on,” Hester said softly. 

Evil’s 9th candle extinguished above her. 

With a miserable sigh, Hester stood. Instantly a gush of boiling black oil exploded from the 
ceiling. She closed her eyes just as it smashed into her— 

It struck fur instead. 

Hester turned to see three wolves shielding her, bodies seared by steaming oil. Panting with 
pain, they glowered into the air, informing the School Master they’d seen enough of his 
punishments. 

In the silent theater, everyone stared at each other as if the rules of the game had suddenly 
changed. 

“See, he has to be Good,” Kiko whispered to Agatha. “If he was Evil, he’d have killed them!” 

“F-F-i-i-nal duel,” the white wolf stammered, sensing his luck. “Never Sophie versus Ever 
Tedros. With Sophie absent, we’ll proceed to Tedros.” 

“No.” 

Tedros stood. “The Circus ends now. We’ve seen Good that cannot be matched.” 

He bowed in defeat to Agatha. “There is no doubt of the winner.” 

Agatha met his clear blue eyes. For the first time, she didn’t think of Sophie. 

Both sides looked up at the gleaming Crown, waiting for it to bless the prince’s verdict. 

Instead there was a very loud knock. 
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Promises Unkept 


For a moment, no one was sure where the knock came from. 
But then came another. This one louder. Someone was at the Never doors. 





“The Circus is closed!” the wolf roared. 

Two more knocks. 

“T thought teachers were locked in their rooms,” Agatha whispered. 

“So it’s not a teacher, obviously,” Kiko whispered, eyes glued to Tristan. 

Agatha met Hester’s look across the aisle. Spooked, both girls turned back to the doors, 
shuddering from another loud knock. 

“You will not be let in!” the wolf thundered. 

The knocking stopped. 

Agatha sighed. 

Then slowly, magically, the doors creaked open all on their own. 

Into the Theater of Tales slunk a figure shrouded in a black hood. Hundreds of eyes watched 
the stranger glide down the aisle, footsteps quiet, snakeskin cape trailing behind like a wedding 
train. Smoothly, silently the black shadow ascended to the stage and stood still beneath the 
Circus Crown, cape scales glimmering in flame light, head bowed like a bat’s. 

The doors slammed shut. 

Pale fingers slithered from under the cape and pulled the hood back. 


Sophie glared down at her audience, nose and chin marred by warts. Patches of white speckled 
her dyed black hair. Her emerald eyes were now murky gray, her skin thin enough to see veins. 

Slowly she scanned the crowd, taking in scared faces with a widening sneer. Then she saw 
Agatha, regal in blue, and lost her smile. Sophie stared at her, gray pupils clouding with horror. 

“T see we have a new princess,” she said quietly. “Beautiful, isn’t she?” 

Agatha returned her stare, feeling no more pity, no more desire to please. 

“But look closer, children, and see the vampire she is, come to suck our souls,” Sophie leered. 
“Since she doesn’t have one of her own.” 

Beneath her dress, Agatha trembled. But she withstood her withering glare until Sophie 
suddenly swiveled to Tedros and smiled. 

“My dear Teddy! Fancy seeing you here. I believe we still have our match to finish.” 

“The Circus is over,” Tedros spat. “A winner has been crowned.” 

“I see,” Sophie said. “Then what is that?” 

She stabbed her bony finger into the air and everyone looked up at the dangling Crown, still 
very much ungiven. 

“This is bad,” Hester said to Anadil. “This is very bad.” 

Tedros stood up across the aisle. 

“Just leave,” he growled at Sophie. “Before you make a fool of yourself.” 

Sophie smiled. “Scared, are you?” 

Tedros puffed his chest, trying to hold himself back. He could feel Evers’ eyes on him, just like 
in the Clearing when Sophie exposed his promise. 

“Show us, Teddy,” Sophie said sweetly. “Show me something I can’t match.” 

Tedros clenched his teeth, fighting his pride. 

Vex suddenly noticed a burnt “TEAM EVIL” banner on the floor. His eyes sparkled with hope. 

“SHOW US!” he bellowed, and jabbed Brone, who jumped in. “SHOW US! SHOW US!” 
Lusting to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat, Nevers swept into their chorus. “SHOW US! 
SHOW US!” 

“No—stop!” Hester cried as she and Anadil spun— 

Villains snarled at them as if they were traitors and the two witches quickly joined the chant. 

But as the Nevers’ chants grew, Tedros didn’t move. Evers shifted in their seats, impatient for 
their Captain to take up the challenge. All except for Agatha, who closed her eyes. 

Don’t do it. It’s what she wants. 

Raucous roars rang out. Agatha’s eyes shot open— 

Tedros was crossing onto the stage. 

“No!” she screamed, but both sides’ cheers swallowed her. 

Separated by six feet, Sophie smiled deliciously and the prince glowered back. Neither said a 
word as the Nevers’ chants turned to “EVIL! EVIL! EVIL!” while Evers countered with 
“GOOD! GOOD! GOOD!” Thunder rumbled in the distance and the cheers grew louder, angrier, 
drowning out the swelling storm. Tedros’ muscles tensed, his cheekbones chiseled, as Sophie’s 
smile widened. Agatha shook harder with fear, watching Sophie’s grin grow taunting, mocking, 
until finally the prince flushed with fury, his finger glowed gold, and just as it looked like he’d 
attack— 

He dropped to his knees. 

The hall went silent in shock. 

Nevers exploded in victory. Agatha went white. 


With a pitying sigh, Sophie swept towards the kneeling prince. She gently took his head by its 
flaxen hair and peered into his scared blue eyes. 

“Tve finally been doing my own homework, Teddy. Want to see?” 

Tedros hardened. “Still my turn.” 

He ripped out his training sword and Sophie drew back. But instead of striking her, Tedros 
stayed on one knee, pivoted to the aisle, thrust the blade towards the crowd— 

“Agatha of Woods Beyond.” 

He laid down the sword. 

“Will you be my princess for the Ball?” 

Sophie froze. Nevers stopped cheering. 

In the dead silence, Agatha tried to find her breath. Then she saw Sophie’s face, shock melting 
to pain. Looking into her friend’s sunken, scared eyes, Agatha slid into an old grave of darkness 
and doubt— 

Until a boy brought her back. 

A boy on one knee, looking at her the way he had through goblins, coffins, pumpkins. 

A boy who had chosen her long before they both knew it. 

A boy now asking her to choose him. 

Agatha gazed back at her prince. 

“Yes.” 

“No!” Beatrix cried, and vaulted to her feet. 

Chaddick dropped to his knees before her. 

“Beatrix, will you be my princess for the Ball?” 

One by one, Everboys cascaded to knees. 

“Reena, will you be my princess for the Ball?” said Nicholas. 

“Giselle, will you be my princess for the Ball?” said Tarquin. 

“Ava, will you be my princess for the Ball?” 

Boys fell in glorious rhythm, hands held out in proposal. Each girl heard her name, each girl 
had her gasp, until there was only one left with no one to love. Tears blinded Kiko and she wiped 
them away, knowing she’d be failed—only to find Tristan before her on one knee. 

“Will you be my princess for the Ball?” 

“Yes!” Kiko screamed. 

“Yes!” said Reena. 

“Yes!” said Giselle. 

Through the Theater flooded waves of breathless ecstasy— “Yes!” “Yes!” “Yes!”—until the 
sea of love drowned even Beatrix, who mustered her best smile and took Chaddick’s hand. 
“Yes!” 

Watching across the aisles, the Nevers’ faces began to change. One by one, their scowls turned 
sorrowful, their eyes melted to hurt. Hort, Ravan, Anadil, even Hester . . . As if they too wished 
they could have such joy. As if they too wished they could feel as wanted. Gone was their will to 
fight, lost to broken hearts, and the villains shrank into silence, snakes drained of venom. 

But one snake was still rearing. 

From the stage, Sophie’s eyes never left Agatha as Tedros took her into his arms. Sophie’s 
pupils darkened to hot coals. Her body shivered with sweat. Black nails drew blood from her 
fists. From the depths of her soul, hate spewed like lava, reviving the song of her heart. With her 
eyes on the happy couple, Sophie raised her hands and sang at full scream. Above her, black 


stalactites morphed into razor-sharp beaks, cawing, shrieking with life. 

All at once, ravens smashed through the ceiling and attacked everything in sight. 

Children dove for cover, shielding ears as Sophie shrieked an octave higher. Fairies flew for 
Sophie but the ravens swallowed every but one, who barely escaped through a crack in the walls. 
With their paws to their ears, the wolves were just as exposed and the birds slit their throats with 
ruthless speed. The white wolf grabbed a young brown wolf into his arms, batted back ravens as 
his nose and ears bled, but the swarm dragged both wolves behind the stage and ended their 
fight. Just as the birds swooped to do the same to the students— 

Sophie stopped singing and the ravens crumbled to thin air. 

Gasping with pain, everyone slowly turned to the villain onstage. Only Sophie wasn’t looking 
at them. 

Evers and Nevers followed her eyes to the Circus Crown, swaying in midair, at last awakened 
to judgment. It fluttered down from above, drifting between Good and Evil, back and forth, back 
and forth until light as a feather, the sharp crown twirled with decision . . . and landed softly on 
Sophie’s head. 

Her lips curled into a grin. “Don’t forget the prize.” 

Agatha saw streaks of white magically erase the stage behind Sophie, streaks she’d seen before 

“RUN!” she screamed. 

White streaks erased the walls, splashed towards the aisles as screaming students fled for doors 
too late— 

The Theater of Tales vanished in a blast of white, expelling both schools into the Good stair 
room. Evers smashed into pink tower staircases, Nevers into blue. As lightning and wind 
shattered stained glass windows, Hester and the villains fled up the Honor and Valor steps. But 
just as she reached the landing, Hester slid on glass and fell off the side. Dangling from the 
banister by one hand, she spotted Dot crawling past her— 

“Dot! Dot, help!” 

“Sorry,” Dot sniffed, crawling ahead. “I only help roommates.” 

“Dot, please!” 

“T live in a toilet! You girls are bullies and bad friends and you make me embarrassed to be a 
vil—” 

“DOT!” 

Dot grabbed Hester’s hand just as it slipped. 

The Evers weren’t so lucky. As they frantically crawled up Purity and Charity, Sophie sang 
them a searing note and the two glass staircases exploded, sending beautiful boys and girls 
crashing to marble. Sophie went one note higher. The foyer quaked beneath their feet, cracked 
like thin ice, and split open in a hundred places. Stunned Evers fell into each other and tumbled 
towards the yawning rifts. They tried to grip broken marble and shards of stairs, but the floor’s 
jagged slopes were too steep and with harrowing screams, the children careened over the edges. 
Just as they plunged into the cliffs, their hands found splintered horns of marble. With every last 
ounce of will, the Evers held on, feet kicking into deadly darkness below. 

“Agatha!” Tedros screamed, leaping across rain-soaked gorges and gulfs to pull them up, 
growing more and more distraught. 

“Agatha, where are you!” 

Then across the room, high against a shattered window, he saw two pale hands clinging over a 


cliff of broken wall. 

“Agatha! I’m coming!” 

He bounded over rock craters, scaled broken stair pieces, higher and higher towards the marble 
bluff. With a lunging scissors-kick jump, he dove onto the jagged cliff top, scraped through 
glass, and grabbed her hand over the opposite edge— 

Sophie pulled herself up to face him. 

Tedros backed up in horror, only to find the cliff’s edge, Evers crying for help below. 

“So if princes rescue princesses, now I wonder . . . ,” Sophie said, Circus Crown sparkling on 
rain-soaked hair. “Who rescues princes?” 

“You promised—” Tedros stammered, searching for an escape. “You promised you’d change!” 

“Did I?” Sophie scratched her skull. “Well. We both made promises we won't keep.” With a 
scream, she unleashed her highest note yet. 

The prince crumpled to his knees. Watching him whimper in pain, Sophie went a note higher. 
Paralyzed, Tedros felt his nose bleed, his ears sizzling. Sophie slowly leaned in and put a finger 
to his quivering lips. Then she smiled into his shocked blue eyes and delivered the death note— 

Agatha tackled her against the open window, sending her crown flying into the storm. 

Bloodied and weak, Tedros tried to help her, but Agatha glared back at him. “Save the others!” 

“But—” 

“Now!” Agatha yelled, pinning Sophie tighter against the window. 

Mustering all his strength, Tedros leapt off the cliff for his stranded classmates. Hearing his cry 
below, Agatha turned from Sophie to make sure he was safe. Sophie swiftly kicked out her leg 
and Agatha smashed face-first into the windowsill. 

She staggered up, nose bloody. 

“Lady Lesso was right,” Sophie said, standing to face her. “You get stronger as I get weaker. 
You win as I lose. You’re my Nemesis, Agatha.” 

Sophie stepped towards her. “Do you know how I know?” 

Her face darkened with sadness. 

“Because Pll only be happy when you're dead.” 

Agatha backed against the window, trying to make her shaking finger glow. 


Four flights up, Hester, Anadil, and Dot tore through Honor’s halls, screams and thunder echoing 
below. 

“The Circus Crown was given!” Hester shrieked, throwing open faculty doors. “Where are 
they?” She swerved around the corner and found out. 

Professor Anemone, Professor Dovey, and Professor Espada were frozen midrun, mouths wide 
open, as if they’d been ambushed by a spell just as they dashed for the stair room. 

“Hester...” 

Hester followed Anadil’s eyes out the hall window. On Halfway Bridge, lightning lit up Lady 
Lesso, Professor Sheeks, and Professor Manley, frozen still with the same startled expressions. 

“Can we revive them?” Dot asked, paling. “It’s just a Stun Spell.” 

“Tt isn’t a Stun Spell.” Anadil tapped on Professor Dovey’s skin, which made a thin, hollow 
sound. 

“Petrification,” Hester said, remembering Lesso’s class. “Only the one who cast the spell can 
reverse it.” 

“But who?” Dot squeaked. 


“Someone who doesn’t want teachers interfering,” Anadil said, eyeing the silver tower over the 
bay. 

Dot shook. “But that—that means—” 

“We’re on our own,” said Hester. 


On a stormy marble island raised above the demolished foyer, Agatha faced off alone against 
Sophie. 

“We don’t have to be enemies, Sophie,” she begged, trying to ignite her finger behind her 
back. 

“You made me like this,” Sophie breathed, sparkling with tears. “You took everything that was 
mine.” 

Agatha saw Tedros and Evers crawling through rubble, convulsing from pain and fear. 
Through flashes of lightning, she saw Nevers watching them from towers across the Bay, 
quavering with the same expressions. Agatha’s heart hammered. It was all up to her now. 

“We can find a happy ending here,” she pleaded, feeling her finger turn hot behind her. “We 
can both find a happy ending.” 

“Here?” Sophie smiled thinly. “What happened to going home, Aggie?” 

Agatha stuttered for an answer— 

“Ah, I see,” Sophie said, grinning wider. “Now you have a ball to attend. Now you have a 
prince.” 

“T just wanted to be friends, Sophie,” Agatha said, eyes welling. “That’s all I ever wanted.” 

Sophie iced over. “You never wanted to be friends, Agatha. You wanted me to be the ugly 
one.” 

Magically skin wrinkled deeper over her cheeks. 

Agatha’s finger dimmed in shock. “Sophie, you’re doing this to yourself!” 

“You wanted me to be the Evil one.” Sophie boiled, hands gnarling to claws. 

“You can be Good, Sophie!” cried Agatha, thunder drowning her out. 

“You wanted me to be the witch,” Sophie said, eyes bursting blood vessels. 

“Tt’s not true!” Agatha backed against the window— 

“Well, dearie,” Sophie smiled, teeth missing. “Wish granted.” 

“No!” 

With a single push, Sophie shoved Agatha into the storm. Agatha plummeted towards the 
shining Bridge and instant death—Tedros screamed— 

A fairy flung himself under and caught Agatha with life-draining will. As he lay her safely 
down to flooded stone, Bane silently thanked Agatha of Gavaldon for all the Good she’d done. 
Then as she took her first breath, he took his last and died in her wet, open palm. 

As lightning lit up the tower, Sophie looked down at Agatha, whose face was white with 
shock. Across the Bay, Sophie saw Nevers staring back at her, chilled to the bone. She spun to 
Tedros and the Evers, huddled in corners below, while Hester, Anadil, and Dot gaped in terror 
from the stairs. 

Heart echoing the thunder, Sophie picked up a shard of glass and wiped away the rain. 

Her drenched hair was completely white. Her face was spotted with swollen black warts. Her 
eyes bulged black as a crow’s. 

She stared into the spattered glass, frozen with panic. 

But then, as Sophie looked into her mirror, panic slowly melted away and her face twisted with 


a strange relief, as if at last she could see beyond her reflection to what lay inside. 

Her rotted lips curled into a smile, then a laugh of freedom . . . louder, higher... 

Sophie threw down the glass, threw back her head, and unleashed a horrible cackle that 
promised Evil, beautiful Evil too pure to fight. 

Then all at once, her eyes veered down to Agatha. With a monstrous scream of warning, she 
swept into her cape of snakes and vanished into night. 
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The Witch of Woods Beyond 


33) 


W hen terrible things happen, my mother always said ‘Find what’s good in it,’” Hester puffed, 


sprinting past petrified Castor and Beezle through Mischief Hall. 
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“When terrible things happen, my daddy always said ‘Eat,’” Dot panted, turning a corner 
behind her. They slammed into Mona and Arachne— 

“What’s happening!” Mona cried— 

“Go to your room!” Hester bellowed. “Don’t come out!” 

Mona and Arachne fled inside and locked the door. 

Hester and Dot ran down the stairs and saw Hort, Ravan, and Vex coming up. 

“Go to your room!” Dot yelled. “Don’t come out!” 


The boys looked at Dot, then at Hester. 


“Now!” Hester barked, and the boys scurried away. 

“Suppose I’m a henchman?” pouted Dot. “Then we won’t be in the same classes next year!” 

“If there’s even a school left!” Hester snapped. 

They sprinted through the stair room, barking scared Nevers back to their rooms. 

“I can think of one good thing,” said Dot. “No home-work!” 

Hester stopped suddenly, eyes wide. “Dot, we’re not prepared for a real witch. We’re first 
years!” 

“It’s Sophie,” Dot said. “The same girl who likes perfume and pink. We just need to calm her 
down.” 

Hester cracked a smile. “You know, sometimes we don’t give you enough credit.” 

“Come on,” Dot blushed, toddling ahead. “Maybe Anadil found her.” 

After clearing the rest of Malice, the two girls limped exhausted to Room 66 and found their 
roommate reclining against bunched-up sheets. 

“Everyone’s locked in their rooms,” Dot said, airing out her tunic. 

Wiping sweat, Hester frowned at Anadil. “Did you even look for Sophie?” 

“T didn’t need to,” Anadil yawned. “She’s coming here.” 

“Here?” Hester snorted. “And how on earth would you know that?” 

Anadil pulled back the sheets, revealing Grimm, bound and gagged. 

“Because he told me.” 


In the School for Good, Chaddick and Tedros stood guard outside the Valor Common Room, 
shirts ripped and bloodied. Inside the packed, musty den, girls snuffled in their Ball dates’ arms, 
while Beatrix and Reena crept to wounded boys with salve and bandages. By the time the sun 
came, they too were asleep. 

Only Agatha didn’t dare rest. Curled in a zebra-skin chair, she thought of the girl who once 
brought her cucumber juice and bran-flour cookies, who took her on walks and confided her 
dreams. 

That girl was gone. And in her place, a witch who would hunt her dead. 

She looked through the window at the Bridge, dawnlit, with petrified teachers, a magical wave 
frozen beneath. There was no accident, no great mistake. All of this was part of the School 
Master’s plan. He wanted his two Readers at war. 

But whose side was he on? 

As sun flooded the room, Agatha kept her eyes open and waited for Sophie’s next move. 


In Room 66, morning came and went. So did afternoon. 

“You wouldn’t have any nibbles about?” Dot asked from her bed. Hester and Anadil stared at 
her, gagged Grimm grumbling between them. 

“Tt’s just I haven’t had anything since yesterday and I can’t eat chocolate anymore since you 
made me live in a toilet, because chocolate reminds me of—” 

Hester tore off Grimm’s gag. “Where’s Sophie.” 

“Come,” Grimm spat. 

“When?” Hester said. 

“Wait,” said Grimm. 

“What?” 

“Grimm come. Grimm wait.” 


Hester looked at Anadil. “This is why we’re here?” 

A key turned in the door and all three girls dove under their beds. 

“Grimm?” 

Sophie slunk in, slipped off her black cape, and hung it on the door hook. 

“Where are you?” 

She scoured the room, scratching her scalp with sharp, dirty nails. 

Under the beds, Hester, Dot, and Anadil gasped as clumps of white hair fell. 

Sophie spun and saw the lump moving under covers. “Grimm?” 

Leerily, she reached for the bed— 

Three girls tackled her from behind. “Get her wrists!” Hester cried, tying Sophie’s legs to the 
bedpost with burnt sheets. Anadil secured Sophie’s wrists over her head next to Grimm’s, while 
Dot beat the cupid over the head with a pillow to make herself useful. 

“Perhaps you’ve forgotten,” Sophie drawled, “but I’m on your side.” 

“We’re all on the same side now,” Hester hissed. “Against you.” 

“I admire such sweet intentions, Hester, but Good is not on your side.” 

In the light, Hester noticed Sophie’s face ruined with wrinkles. 

“You'll rot here until we figure out how to revive the teachers,” Hester said, hiding shaking 
hands. 

“Just know that I forgive all of you,” Sophie sighed. “Before you even have to ask.” 

“We won’t ask,” Hester said, shunting Anadil and Dot away. Anadil grabbed Sophie’s cape off 
the hook— 

“You'll come back for me.” 

They turned to Sophie, who smiled to reveal more missing teeth. 

“You’ll see.” 

Hester shuddered and shut the door behind them. 

The door opened and Dot peeked in. “You wouldn’t happen to have any snacks?” 

Hester yanked her through and slammed it. 

Immediately Grimm chewed through his gag and spit it out. 

“Good boy,” Sophie said, stroking him as he munched her binds away. “You did so well 
keeping them here.” 

She opened her closet and pulled out her musty sewing kit and boxes of fabric and thread. 

“Tve been very busy, Grimm. And still more work to do.” 

CRACK! 

Sophie turned to the door. 

CRACK! CRACK! 

Outside it, Anadil hammered boards, locks, and screws into her door while Hester and Dot 
barred it with statues and benches from the hall. Hester caught Nevers peeking out of their 
rooms. 

“STAY INSIDE!” she boomed, and doors closed. 

“I feel awful,” Dot said. “She’s our roommate!” 

“Whatever that is, it’s not our roommate,” said Hester. 

Inside, Sophie hummed along to the hammer, a needle magically sewing under her lit finger. 
“They’ ll just have to undo it,” she sighed, remembering the last time someone locked her in her 
room. 

“All that work for nothing.” 


By the early evening, the Evers grew restless and began to venture in groups to bathe. Then they 
moved in a vigilant mass to the Supper Hall, where the enchanted pots in the kitchen continued 
to cook, despite petrified nymphs around them. The students filled plates with goose curry, lentil 
salad, and pistachio sorbet, and ate at round tables in listless silence. 

At the head table, Agatha tried to meet Tedros’ eyes, but he just gnawed on a chicken bone 
miserably. She had never seen him look so tired; he had bruised rims under his eyes, no color in 
his cheeks, and a small blemish on his jawbone. He was the only one who hadn’t taken a bath. 

The silence continued until the children had nearly finished their sorbet. 

“Um, I don’t know if you knew, but, um, Good Hall?” Kiko cheeped. “It’s still, uh . . . okay.” 

A hundred and nineteen heads craned up. 

Kiko held the sorbet to her sweating face. “So we could, if we wanted, um, still have our, you 
know...” 

She swallowed. 

“Ball.” 

Everyone stared at her. 

“Or not,” Kiko mumbled. 

Her classmates went back to their sorbet. 

After a moment, Millicent put her spoon down. 

“We did spend all this time preparing.” 

“And we still have two hours to get ready,” Giselle said. 

Reena blanched. “Is it enough time?” 

“P11 sort the music!” said Tristan. 

“Pll check on the hall!” said Tarquin. 

“Everyone get dressed!” Beatrix hailed, and with a cheer, the crowd threw down spoons and 
leapt to its feet. 

“Let me get this straight.” Agatha’s voice ripped through. “The fairies and wolves are dead, the 
teachers are cursed, half our school is in ruins, there’s a murderer on the loose—and you want to 
have a Ball?” 

“We can’t give in to a witch!” Chaddick shot back. 

“We can’t give up our gowns!” Reena mourned. 

The Evers blew up in angry agreement— 

“The teachers would be proud!” 

“Good never surrenders to Evil!” 

“She wants to ruin our Ball!” 

“Everyone shut up.” 

The room silenced. The Evers turned to Tedros, still seated. 

“Agatha’s right. We can’t have the Ball now.” 

His classmates slumped, nodding. Agatha exhaled. 

“First we find the witch and kill her,” Tedros snarled. 

Agatha’s fists balled up as Evers exploded in cheers—“Kill the witch! Kill the witch!” 

“You think she’s just waiting for us?” Agatha shouted, leaping atop her chair. “You think you 
can stroll into Evil and kill a real witch?” 

The chants ceased. 

“What do you mean ‘real’ witch?” Beatrix glared up at her. 


Kiko paled with understanding. “The Storian really is writing your fairy tale, isn’t it?” 

Agatha nodded and the room burst into nervous titters. 

“We don’t know who controls these fairy tales,” she said over them. “We don’t know if the 
School Master is Good or Evil. We don’t even know if the Woods are still balanced. All we 
know is Sophie wants me dead and will kill anyone in her way. So I say we go back to Valor and 
wait.” 

Everyone’s eyes shifted to Tedros, frowning up at her. 

“Well, I’m Captain of this school,” he retorted, “and I say we attack.” 

Eyes shifted between him and his princess. 

“Tedros, do you trust me?” Agatha said softly, looking down at him. 

The silence thickened as her question hung in the air, Tedros hot beneath her gaze. 

The prince broke eye contact and looked away. “Back to Valor,” he mumbled. 

As Evers obeyed his orders and sullenly cleared their plates, Agatha touched his shoulder. 
“You did the right thi—” 

“Dm going to take a bath,” he lashed. “Want to look nice for our night hiding like girls!” 

Agatha let him storm ahead. As Tedros stomped out of the hall, Beatrix met him at the door. 
“Let’s sneak into Evil, Teddy! We’ll kill the witch together!” 

“Do as you’re told,” Tedros seethed, and shoved past her. 

Beatrix watched him go, cheeks coloring with blood. 

A few minutes later, as the Evers moped back into their Valor prison, she slipped through the 
breezeways to her room, where a starving white bunny waited for her, hopping up and down. 

“You'll get your supper, Teddy,” she said, scooping him up. “But first you have to earn it.” 


Hester woke to the castle in darkness and the Belfry tolling eight. Flat on her face in drool, she 
pried away a Curse Reversal book stuck to her cheek and glanced at Dot and Anadil, slouched on 
each other behind furniture barring their room. With a start, Hester bolted up and looked over 
them. 

The door to Room 66 hadn’t been disturbed. 

Hester exhaled with relief—then choked. 

Something was moving at the end of the hall. 

She climbed through the mess of furniture and tiptoed towards the stairwell. As she got closer, 
she saw three hunched figures sneaking down the steps. A minute later, two more slipped down 
quietly. 

Hester waited behind the banister until she saw more shadows. She sparked the stairway torch 

Mona, Arachne, Vex, and Brone goggled back at her. 

“Why aren’t you in your rooms!” Hester yelled. 

“We’re coming to help you!” Mona said. 

“We want to fight back!” said Vex. 

“What? What are you—” 

Then Hester saw what was in their hands. 

Anadil was dreaming of sewers and Dot of beans when both felt jabs in the stomach. 

“Look!” Hester held up a black card, glittered green and inked with ghostly white script. 


SRST nn 


Now Godd comes to kill us all 
Because we've zuindd Iheiz beautiful Ball 


But Dear Nevers, we'll bave our vevenge 
Aezive al Sp... ise Evil Hall 





“It’s a cute poem. Though hardly worth waking us for,” grogged Dot. “What's this revenge?” 

“There is no revenge!” Hester shouted. 

“Then why did you write it?” Anadil said. 

“I didn’t, you idiots!” 

Both girls looked at her. Instantly they scrambled for the stairs. 

“How did she get out?” Anadil hollered, jumping two steps at a time. 

“She did it before she came!” Hester yelled back as the clock tolled half past eight. 

“She’s so good at pranks.” Dot tripped down the stairs. “What do you think her revenge will 
be?” 

“More ravens?” Anadil said. 

“Poison clouds?” Hester said. 

“Firebombs placed under both schools to go off at exactly the same time?” said Dot. 

Hester whitened. “Suppose they’re all dead!” 

They sprinted through the stair room, past the Supper Hall, past the Exhibition of Evil, to the 
cobwebbed, skull-carved doors at the far end of the school. Flinging the black invitation away, 
Hester hurled them open and three girls charged into Evil Hall, prepared for carnage— 

Dot took one look and fainted. The other two couldn’t breathe. 

“This is the revenge?” Hester said, tears welling. 

Outside the hall, Teddy the bunny scampered from behind the stairs to the card that Hester 
dropped. He picked it up between his buckteeth, careful not to smudge the glitter. Then thinking 
of pears and plums and other delights, he hopped back to find his mistress. 


Slumped against the wall in the Valor Common Room, Agatha tried to keep her eyes open, but 
they drooped heavier and heavier until she toppled back and arms caught her. She squinted at 
Tedros as he kneeled in his undershirt, ruddy and wet from his bath. 

“Sleep,” he said. “I’m here now.” 

“I know you're upset with me—” 

“Shhh,” he said, clasping her tighter. “No more arguing.” 

With a guilty smile, Agatha surrendered to his strong arms and closed her eyes. 

The common room doors slammed open.“Teddy!” 

Beatrix burst in, waking the Evers. Tedros looked up, irritated. 

“They’re coming!” Beatrix cried and thrust him the black card as Agatha sat up in his arms. 
“They’re coming to kill us!” 

Tedros read the ghostly white script, veins tensing in his neck. “I knew it!” Agatha tried to see 
over his shoulder, but he lunged to his feet— 


“ATTENTION!” 

Evers sat up at once. 

“At this very moment, the villains are planning revenge on our school,” Tedros proclaimed to 
cries. “All the Nevers are now in league with Sophie. Our only hope is to attack the School for 
Evil before they come for us. We charge at nine o’clock!” 

Agatha stood in shock. 

“Prepare for war!” Tedros roared, throwing open the doors. 

“War!” Chaddick bellowed, herding Evers after him. “Prepare for war!” 

Dazed, Agatha picked up the fallen card. As she read it, her eyes flashed— 

“No! Don’t attack!” 

She ran out of the common room—a foot thrust into her path. Agatha smashed into the wall 
and blacked out. 

“Oops,” Beatrix said, and sashayed after the others. 


Agatha’s eyes fluttered open to a searing headache and a deserted hall. 

Grunting with pain, she followed the shoeprints through a breezeway into Honor Tower, then 
down to Hansel’s Haven before she heard ominous sounds of sword on stone. 

She peeked into the room of sparkly rock sugar to see Everboys sharpening real blades, arrows, 
axes, maces, and chains they’d thieved back from the Armory. 

“How much boiling oil?” called one. 

“Enough to blind them all!” shouted another, striking his sword against whetstone. 

In the lollipop room, Reena sheared girls’ dresses to make them more practical for combat, 
while Beatrix armed each girl with a bag of jagged stones and thorn darts. 

“But the boys train for war in class,” a girl moaned. 

“We haven’t even learned to fight!” said another. 

“Would you like to be a slave to villains?” Beatrix fired back. “Made to cook children and eat 
princess hearts and drink horse blood—” 

“And wear black?” Reena cried. 

Evergirls gulped. 

“Then learn quickly,” Beatrix said. 

In the marshmallow room, Kiko and Giselle lit dozens of torches, while in the gumdrop room, 
Nicholas and a fleet of boys hewed a battering ram. 

Agatha found Tedros in the last room with Chaddick and two other boys, hunched over a hand- 
drawn map on Professor Dovey’s sugarplum desk. 

“How do you know that’s where Evil Hall is?” Chaddick said. 

“Tt’s just a guess,” said the prince. “Agatha’s the only one who’s been in that cursed school but 
I can’t find her. Tell Beatrix to look for her again.” 

“Pll save you the trouble.” 

The boys turned to Agatha. 

“We need your help,” Tedros said, smiling. 

“T won’t help a Captain leading his army to their graves,” said Agatha. 

Tedros flushed with surprise. “Agatha, they’re going to kill us!” 

“Now Good comes to kill us all,” she retorted, holding up the black card. “Evil’s not attacking 
us! Sophie wants you to attack!” 

“For once that witch and I agree on something,” Tedros said. “Now are you with me or not?” 


“T won’t let you go.” 

“I?m the man here, not you!” 

“Then act like one!” 

The clock struck nine o*clock. 

As the tower bells rang, the boys looked nervously between Tedros and Agatha. 

The last toll ceased. 

In the silence, Agatha saw the doubt in Tedros” eyes and knew she*d won. She smiled gently 
and reached for his hand, but Tedros pulled it away. Glowering at her, his face swelled redder, 
redder— 

“WE CHARGE NOW!” he cried, and roars exploded through the hall. 

As his three lieutenants ran to steer the troops, Tedros seized his map and followed out the 
door. 

Agatha threw herself in his way. Before she could speak, he seized her by the waist. 

“Agatha, do you trust me?” he breathed. 

She sighed with irritation. “Of course, but—” 

“Good.” He slammed the door and barred it with an arrow. 

“Pm sorry,” he said through the door crack. “But I’m your prince and I’m going to protect 
you.” 

“Tedros!” Agatha pounded on the candy door. “Tedros, she’ll kill you all!” 

But through the crack, she saw him leading his Good army to war, armed with torches, 
weapons, battering ram, and bloodthirsty chant: “Kill the witch! Kill the witch!” In the flame-lit 
hall, their shadows distorted on walls, dark and crooked, then trailed away like magic. 

Panic chilled Agatha’s blood. She had to get to the School for Evil before Tedros and his army. 
But what could she do to save them? 

Only when your Nemesis is dead will you feel quenched, Lady Lesso had said. 

Tears seared Agatha’s eyes, the grief of a decision already made. 

Give herself to Sophie and no one else would die. 

Let the witch win. 

It was the only happy ending left. 

With a primal scream, she punched and kicked the door, then rammed the sugarplum desk 
against it, but the candy didn’t break. She hurled chairs into the brúléed walls, stomped on the 
treacle floors . . . but there was only one way out of this room. Dripping sweat, Agatha looked 
through the window. 

Her black clump found the ledge as she straddled the sill in her billowing blue gown. As the 
frigid night wind lashed her face, she pulled her other leg through and grabbed onto a vine of 
gold lights the fairies had draped across the tower for the Ball. With a desperate pull, she swung 
herself onto the narrow ridge and spun around. 

She was so high above Halfway Bridge that the frozen teachers on it looked like beetles. The 
brutal wind flayed her ears and made her shiver so hard she almost slipped. Through the glass 
breezeway, she could see torches flooding down Honor Tower towards the Tunnel of Trees. She 
only had a few minutes before Good would storm right into Evil’s hands. 

With chapped fists, Agatha tugged on the lights above her and saw they were strung tight. She 
squinted at the crisscross of fairy-lit vines spilling down the tower, a glowing road to take her to 
the Bridge. 

Please be strong enough, Agatha prayed. 


She grabbed the vine, jumped off the ledge, and heard it snap. Her body plunged, slammed into 
a glass ledge, and just before she careened off, something whizzed by and landed an inch from 
her cheek. Agatha grabbed onto it as the vine collapsed, then saw what it was— 

An arrow. 

Dangling from it, she looked back in shock, just in time to see an arrow miss her other cheek. 
More arrows came flying out of darkness, aimed right for her. As their steel tips grazed her again 
and again, Agatha closed her eyes and waited for the lethal shot of pain. 

The whizzing stopped. 

Agatha opened her eyes. Arrows rested in a haphazard foot ladder all the way down the tower 
wall. 

She didn’t question who was trying to kill her or her spell of luck. She just climbed down the 
arrows as fast as she could to Halfway Bridge, and wove through petrified teachers, hands thrust 
out for a barrier that never came. As Tedros’ army arrived at the Clearing to find Good’s and 
Evil’s tunnels magically entwined and impassable, far away Agatha crossed safely into the 
villains’ lair. 

High over her, in Malice’s window, Grimm sheathed his bow. 

“And didn’t harm a hair on her head,” Sophie said, caressing him. “Much as you would have 
liked.” 

Grimm grumbled obediently as Sophie peered out at Tedros’ army marching around the moat, 
then down at Agatha, vanishing into Evil all alone. 

“Won’t be long now,” she said. 

She swept aside the clumps of white hair on her desk and continued to sew, a puppet master 
gleefully pulling strings. 


Agatha had expected to be captured the moment she entered Evil. But as she crept through the 
leaky foyer, she saw there were no guards, no booby traps, no symptoms of war. The School for 
Evil was unsettlingly quiet, except for iron doors creaking open and shut at the rear of the stair 
room. She peeked inside them and found the Theater of Tales, pristine and restored, with one 
difference. Where the front of the stone stage once depicted a phoenix rising from ashes, now it 
had a new scene... 

A screaming witch, surrounded by ravens. 

Shuddering, Agatha crept up the steps towards Evil Hall. 

But, dear Nevers, we”ll have our revenge... 

What would Sophie make the Nevers do to her? She thought of all the worst villains she’d 
found in fairy tales. Turn her into stone? Parade her severed head? Cook her in mince pie? 

Though it was freezing cold, Agatha felt her cheeks perspire as she turned the corner. 

Roll her in a barrel of nails? Cut out her heart? Fill her stomach with rocks? 

Sweat mixed with tears as she looked down at hundreds of footprints— 

Burn her? Stone her? Stab her? 

She broke into a run and charged towards torture and death, wishing that someday she and 
Sophie would find each other in a different world, a world without princes, a world without pain, 
and with a terrified cry threw herself through skull-carved doors— 

She lost her breath. 

Evil Hall had been transformed into a magnificent ballroom, glittering with green tinsel, black 
balloons, thousands of green-flamed candles, and a spinning chandelier streaking wall murals 


with emerald bursts of light. Around a towering ice sculpture of two entwined snakes, Hort and 
Dot stumbled through a waltz, Anadil wrapped her arms around Vex, Brone tried not to step on 
Mona’s green feet, and Hester and Ravan swayed and whispered as more villainous couples 
waltzed around them. Ravan’s bunk mates picked up the music on reed violins and more pairs 
flooded onto the floor, clumsy, bashful, but aglow with happiness, dancing beneath a spangled 
banner: 


THE 1st ANNUAL VILLAINS “NO BALL” 


Agatha began to cry. 

The music stopped. 

She wiped her eyes to see Nevers staring at her. Couples broke apart. Faces reddened with 
shame. 

“What is she doing here?” Vex spat. 

“She’ll tell the Evers!” Mona said— 

“Get her!” Arachne cried— 

“Pll handle this,” said a voice. 

Hester stepped through the crowd. Agatha reeled back. “Hester, listen—” 

“This is a villains’ party, Agatha,” Hester said, skulking towards her. “And you’re not a 
villain.” 

Agatha cowered against the wall. “Wait—don’t—” 

“Pm afraid there’s only one thing to do,” said Hester, shadow swelling over her. 

Agatha shielded her face. “Die?” 

“Stay,” Hester said. 

Agatha stared at her. So did the Nevers. 

Vex pointed. “B—but—she’s—” 

“Welcome as my guest,” Hester said. “Unlike Snow Balls, No Balls have no rules.” 

Agatha shook her head, finding tears instead of words. Hester touched her shoulder. 

“This is how we found the Hall,” she said, voice breaking. “I think she wanted us to have what 
she couldn’t. Maybe it’s her way of saying sorry.” 

Agatha burst into sobs. “I’m sorry too—” 

“T threw you in a sewer,” Hester sniffled. “We’ve all made mistakes. But we’ll fix them, won’t 
we? Both schools together.” 

Agatha was crying so hard her body shook. 

Hester tensed. “What is it?” 

“T tried,” Agatha wept. “I tried to stop them.” 

“Stop who—” 

“KILL THE VILLS! NEVERS DIE!” 

Slowly Hester turned. 

“KILL THE VILLS! NEVERS DIE!” 

Nevers massed to the giant windows and looked out into the night. Down the steep hill, the 
Good army marched around the moat, weapons glinting in torchlight. 

The glow in the villains’ faces died and they shrank back into their shells. Wind swept through 
the windows and snuffed the candles, leaving the hall dark and cold. 


“So you come to warn us. And your prince comes to kill us,” said Hester, gazing at the 
ferocious mob. “So much for love.” 

“You don’t have to fight them,” Agatha pressed. “Let them see what I have.” 

Hester turned, eyes on fire. “And let them laugh at us? Let them remind us what we are? Ugly. 
Unworthy. Losers.” 

“That’s not what you are!” 

But Hester had returned to the dangerous girl she once knew. “You know nothing about us,” 
she snarled. 

“We’re all the same, Hester!” Agatha begged. “Let them see the truth. It’s the only way!” 

“Yes,” Hester said quietly. “There is only one way.” She bared her teeth. “Free the witch!” 

“No!” Agatha cried. “It’s what she wants!” 

Hester sneered. “And remind our princess what happens when fair maidens go where they 
don’t belong.” 

Agatha screamed as the shadows of villains overwhelmed her. 


High above, in a rotted tower, a mob of fifty Nevers shoved aside the last furniture and ripped 
out the final nail of Room 66. With a savage roar, they kicked down its door and recoiled in 
shock. 

A shriveled, hideous hag looked back at them in a luscious pink ball gown. She rubbed her 
gleaming bald head and flashed her blackened gums. 

“Let me guess,” Sophie smiled. “Our party has unexpected guests.” 
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Beautiful Evil 


Agatha’s eyes flashed open to a shock of glacial cold. She was on her back, sealed in a frosted 


glass coffin. Dozens of blurry silhouettes loomed over her. Panicked, she lurched up, but her 
body was frozen. 

It wasn’t glass. It was ice. 

She tried to inhale more air, but gagged. Her eyes bulged, her cheeks went blue. . . . Then the 
dark shadows parted and a pink specter floated through. With her tongue, Agatha breathlessly 
wiped frost clear. Sophie, bald and grotesque, smiled down at her, a Doom Room axe in her 
hands. As Agatha took her dying breaths, her eyes pleaded for mercy. Sophie gazed at her 
through ice, ran her fingers over Agatha’s entombed face... and raised the axe. 





Somewhere Hester screamed. 

The axe smashed through ice, shattering the tomb, and stopped a hair from Agatha’s face. She 
plunged to wet floor, heaving for breath. 

“Freezing a poor princess?” Sophie sighed. “That’s no way to treat a guest, Hester.” 

“The arrows—it was you—” Agatha stammered, crawling back. “You brought me here—to 
kill me—” 

“Kill you?” Sophie looked hurt. “You think I can kill you?” 

Across the room, Agatha saw Hester huddled with Anadil and Dot, gawking at their once 
roommate, now a bald, shriveled hag. 

“Truth is I want to hurt you, Agatha,” Sophie said, melting the axe away with a glowing finger. 
“But I just can’t.” 

She studied her rotted face in a balloon. “My behavior last night was poor.” 


“Poor?” Agatha coughed. “You pushed me through a window!” 

“Wouldn’t you have done the same?” Sophie said, peering at Agatha’s blue gown in the 
balloon. “If I took everything that was yours?” 

Sophie turned, pink gown glimmering. “But this is your fairy tale, Agatha. And either we end it 
as enemies or we end it as friends.” 

“F-ffriends?” Agatha sputtered. 

“The School Master said it was impossible. And perhaps both of us thought him right.” Sophie 
said, skin crackling around warts. “But how could he ever understand us?” 

Agatha recoiled in disgust. 

Sophie nodded. “I’m ugly now,” she agreed softly. “But I can be happy here, Agatha. I really 
can. We're where we belong. You’re Good. I'm Evil.” 

Her eyes drifted around the decorated Hall. 

“But Evil can be beautiful, can’t it?” 

Torchlight flooded the windows. “Sophie, Evers at the gates!” Anadil shouted, looking out— 

“Revenge,” Agatha said, quivering. “You said you wanted revenge.” 

“How else to lure Good here, Agatha?” Sophie said sadly. “How else to show them all we 
wanted was a Ball of our own?” 

“Sophie, they’re coming!” Dot screamed. Beneath their feet, Evers rammed the castle doors. 

“But now we’ll end all of this, won't we?” Sophie said, drawing a gnarled fist from her dress 
pocket. 

Agatha’s eyes widened. Something was in her hand. 

“SHE’S UPSTAIRS!” The Evers had broken in. 

“Agatha,” Sophie said, prowling towards her, fist tight. 

“KILL THE WITCH!” Evers cried, storming up the stairs. 

Sophie reached out her spotted fist. 

“My friend... my Nemesis...” 

Agatha cringed. Sophie unfurled her bare palm— 

And sank to one knee. 

“Will you dance with me?” 

Agatha lost her breath. 

BOOM! Evers bashed the hall doors. 

“Sophie, what are you doing!” Hester screamed. 

Sophie held out her withered hand to Agatha. 

“We’ll show them it’s over.” 

The doors splintered. 

“One dance for peace,” Sophie vowed. 

“Sophie, they’ II kill us all!” Hester shrieked— 

Sophie kept her hand out. “One dance for a happy ending, Aggie.” 

Paralyzed, Agatha looked at her, as the door locks shattered. 

Sophie’s warts gleamed with tears. “One dance to save my life.” 

“On three!” Tedros roared outside— 

Sophie gazed up at Agatha with wide coal eyes. “It’s me, Aggie. Can’t you see?” 

Shivering, Agatha searched her ugly face. 

“One!” 

“Agatha, please...” 


Agatha stepped back, terrified. 

“Please... .” Sophie begged, face cracking. “Don’t let me die a villain.” 

Agatha shrank away from her. “You’re Evil—” 

“And the Good forgive.” 

Agatha froze. 

“Aren’t you Good?” Sophie breathed. 

“Two!” 

With a gasp, Agatha clasped her hand. 

Sophie wrapped bony arms around her and pulled her in a gliding waltz across the floor. At 
Hester’s frantic cue, Ravan’s bunk mates struck up a wobbly love song. 

“You are Good,” Sophie panted, head on Agatha’s shoulder. 

“I won't let them hurt you,” Agatha whispered, holding Sophie tight. 

Sophie touched her cheek. “I wish I could say the same.” 

Agatha looked at her. Sophie smiled darkly. 

“Three!” 

Tedros smashed through the doors at the charge of his mob and, with a beastly cry, raised his 
sword over Sophie’s back— 

“Death to the wi—” 

Then he saw the waltz in full bloom. 

Sophie twirled to him, Agatha in her arms. Tedros dropped his sword. 

“Poor Teddy,” Sophie said, silencing the music. “Every time he finds his princess, turns out 
she’s a witch.” 

Tedros looked at Agatha, stunned. “You’re with... her?” 

“She’s lying!” Agatha screamed, flailing to break Sophie’s grip— 

“How do you think she survived her fall? Why do you think she tried to stop your attack?” 
Sophie said, hugging her tighter. “Yes, Teddy, I’m afraid your Ball date is also mine.” 

Tedros followed Sophie’s eyes to the banner over the hall. Evers bleached behind him. 

“Don’t listen to her!” Agatha shrieked. “It’s a trap!” 

“Agatha, it’s okay, darling. You can tell him,” Sophie said. She turned to Tedros, exasperated. 
“She wanted to wait until she had a sword to your throat.” 

Tedros looked at Agatha, eyes wide. 

“Tt isn’t true!” she cried. “I have proof!” She swiveled. “Hester! Dot! Tell them!” 

But Hester, Dot, and the rest of the Nevers were glaring at the Good army, wielding deadly 
weapons for a massacre. Hester looked back at Agatha and said nothing. 

Agatha saw the light in her prince’s eyes dim. Behind him, armed Evers turned their weapons 
from Sophie to her. 

“No! Wait!” She broke free and fell into Tedros’ arms. “You have to believe me! I’m on your 
side!” 

“Really!” Sophie mused. “Then how is it that your prince locked you in one tower . . . and here 
you are in another?” 

Agatha felt Tedros’ arms harden. She looked up to his bloodless face. 

“Answer her,” he said. 

“I came to help you—I climbed down—” 

“Climbed!” Sophie cackled. “Down that tower!” 

Tedros followed her eyes to the sky-high spires of Good. 


“There were a-a-arrows—” Agatha stuttered— 

“I don’t know why she’s being so bashful,” Sophie said, scratching her head. “She came up 
with every step. The pranks on Good, your meeting in the Woods, the Circus attack . . . all part 
of Agatha’s master plan to make you think she was Good. Oh, except for that lovely new smile. 
That was all black magic.” 

Agatha couldn’t breathe. 

“Only the best Evil can disguise as Good,” Sophie said, glaring at her. “Agatha’s even better at 
it than I.” 

Eyes wide, Tedros pulled away from Agatha. 

“Princesses wouldn’t question my authority,” he said, glowing red. 

“Teddy, wait—” Agatha begged— 

“Princesses wouldn’t question if I was a man.” 

“Look what she’s doing to you—” 

“I knew you were a witch,” he said, voice cracking. “I knew it all along.” 

“Don’t you trust me?” Agatha wept. 

“My mother asked my father the same question,” Tedros said, battling tears. “But I won’t make 
his mistake.” 

His eyes darted to Excalibur between him and her. The prince lunged for it but Agatha grabbed 
the sword first and leapt to her feet, thrusting out. Evers pulled weapons in horror. 

“See?” Sophie grinned. “Sword to throat.” 

Agatha looked at her, then at Tedros, staring at his own sword in his face. She dropped it. “No! 
I was just—I didn’t mean to—” 

Tedros swelled with blood. 

“Prepare to attack!” 

Agatha backed up. “Tedros, listen to me!” 

Tedros grabbed Chaddick’s bow— 

“Tedros, wait—” 

“Pm worse than my father.” Tedros looked up, eyes glistening. “Because I still love you.” 

He pulled an arrow at her heart. 

“No!” Agatha screamed— 

“Fire!” 

Evers launched stones, darts, oil at the defenseless Nevers as Tedros unleashed his arrow for 
Agatha— 

Sophie flicked her lit finger just as it speared her chest. The weapons all turned to daisies and 
floated to the ground. 

Cowering Nevers looked up, stunned to be alive. Hunched amid them, Agatha slowly turned. 

“Learned that from my favorite princess,” Sophie said softly. 

Agatha crumpled to the ground in sobs. 

Tedros glanced between them, dread flooding his face. Sophie unleashed a devilish smile. 

“Never very good at those challenges, were you, Teddy?” 

“No!” Tedros fell to his knees, grabbed weeping Agatha in his arms. She pushed him away. 

“Now that’s an ending. Prince tries to kill his princess,” Sophie reveled. She picked up the 
daisy meant for Agatha’s heart and gave it a rapturous sniff. “Lucky Evil was here to save the 
day.” 

From the floor, Tedros gazed up at her, heartbroken. 


“Which begs the question, of course . . .” Sophie licked rotting lips. 

“What happens when Evil becomes Good?” 

This time, when she smiled, Tedros saw gleaming white teeth. He backed up in shock. 

In front of his eyes, Sophie’s warts magically sloughed, her deep wrinkles smoothed, until her 
creamy peach skin glowed with youth. Her hair blossomed out of her shiny skull in a cascade of 
blond ringlets, and her lips thickened with juicy sheen. Agatha slowly peeked through her hands 
to see Sophie’s eyes blaze emerald green, her shriveled body bloom, until the grand villainess 
loomed over her in her pink ball gown, more radiant and ravishing than ever before. 

“Leave—Leave now—” Agatha warned, but the Evers were all paralyzed, staring past Sophie. 

Cringing, Agatha turned. 

Hester looked back at her, dress now pink. Magically her thin hair sprouted to long thick 
tresses, her sallow face gained fullness, her tattoo restored to magnificent red. Next to her, 
Anadil’s white hair went chestnut brown, her red eyes sea green, while Dot’s rotund body grew 
hourglass curves. In reflective balloons, Hort watched his jaw square, his chin dimple, his dumpy 
black robes melt to a blue Everboy coat. Ravan saw his oily skin clear, Brone lifted his shirt to 
see rippling muscles, Arachne ran fingers over two new eyes, Mona touched smooth ivory 
skin... until all around, transformed villains gaped at each other in Good’s uniforms. 

Sophie grinned down at Agatha. “I told you Evil can be beautiful, didn’t I?” 

“Retreat!” Tedros yelled, backing into his army. 

“We’re not finished, Teddy,” Sophie thundered. “You and your army invaded a Ball. You and 
your army attacked a defenseless school. You and your army tried to kill a room of poor 
students, trying to enjoy the happiest night of our lives. Which leaves another question . . .” 

“Retreat now!” Tedros cried— 

“What happens when Good becomes Evil?” 

Screams exploded behind Tedros. 

Agatha swiveled to see Beatrix screech with pain as her back hunched with a crack. Then her 
hair went white, her face pockmarked to an old crone’s, and her pink dress sagged to black over 
shriveled bones. 

Behind her, all the Evers’ gowns and suits slowly rotted to Evil’s black smocks. Chaddick 
grew metal spikes all over his body, Millicent sobbed as her skin turned green, Reena shrieked 
and itched at her scab-covered cheeks, Nicholas staggered around, one-eyed and humped. One 
by one, the Evers who attacked the villains all turned ugly, Agatha the only one immune from 
punishment . . . until at last Sophie leered back at Tedros, bald, scrawny, hideously scarred, in 
front of his army of villains. 

“All hail the Prince!” she cackled. 

Beautiful Nevers pointed at the ugly Evers and joined her in a chorus of triumphant laughter, 
annihilating a legacy of defeat. 

Agatha grabbed a fallen sword and pointed it at Sophie. “Your war is with me! Let them go in 
peace!” 

“By all means, darling,” Sophie smiled. “The doors are open.” 

The repulsive Evers flooded for them. All except shriveled, scraggy Tedros, now blocking their 
way. 

“Please, Teddy. End this war,” Agatha pleaded. 

“T can’t leave you,” the prince croaked. 

Agatha looked into his sad, beastly eyes. 


“This time you have to trust me.” 

Tedros shook his head, too ashamed to fight— 

“Retreat!” he choked to his school. “Retreat now!” 

With an anguished cry, he led the monstrous Evers for the doors. The doors slammed in their 
faces. 

“All of you should really learn your rules,” Sophie sighed. 

Tedros and his army turned, trembling. 

“The Evil attack, the Good defend,” Sophie said. “You attacked . . .” She smiled. “Now we 
defend.” 

She sang three high notes. Agatha suddenly heard grunting outside, louder, louder, until her 
eyes bulged with recognition. 

“RUN!” she screamed— 

The doors burst open and three colossal rats smashed into Tedros’ paralyzed army, Grimm at 
their reins. The snarling, shrieking rats, big as horses, bucked fleeing Evers into walls, knocked 
them down stairs, hurled them through the glass window into the moat below. Before Valor boys 
could draw their swords, the rats trampled them like toy soldiers. 

“And here I thought my talents would go unnoticed,” Anadil said to Dot, gobsmacked. A thorn 
dart whizzed between them. The girls turned to see Tedros and ugly Evers frantically grab 
weapons. 

“Fire!” Tedros howled. 

Dot dove from a hail of arrows as beautiful Nevers fought back with curses and the two 
schools clashed in weapon-to-spell combat. As darts flew, swords deflected lightning, and 
fingers on both sides lit up with colors, the rats ripped free from Grimm’s reins, flinging Ava 
into a chandelier, gashing a bite into Nicholas’ back. Grimm swiftly took flight and hunted 
Agatha through the hall with flame-tipped arrows. She sprang behind a pillar, pointed her 
glowing finger just as he let one fly. The arrow turned to a flytrap and snapped on yowling 
Grimm’s hand. Agatha swiveled to see hideous Beatrix, Reena, and Millicent quailing next to 
her. 

“If you can turn arrows to flowers,” Beatrix said tearfully, “can you turn us pretty again too?” 

Agatha ignored her and peeked from behind the pillar into the roaring carnage. Colored spells 
rocketed between the two sides, littering the floors with stunned bodies. Against the window, 
two rats cornered gaunt Tedros and his shivering mates, flashing razor-sharp teeth. 

Agatha whipped to the girls. “We have to help them!” 

“There’s no point,” Millicent mewled. 

“Look at us,” said Reena. 

“We have nothing to fight for,” Beatrix sniffled. 

“You have Good to fight for!” Agatha cried as rats devoured the boys’ weapons. “It doesn’t 
matter how you look!” 

“Easy for you to say,” said Beatrix. “You’re still pretty.” 

“Our towers aren’t Fair and Lovely!” Agatha lambasted. “They’re Valor and Honor! That’s 
what Good is, you stupid cowards!” 

They gaped dumbly as Agatha surged into battle, dashing to save the boys from the rats. 
Something slammed into her and flung her into a wall. 

Dazed, Agatha looked up to see Sophie astride the biggest rat of all, charging for her again. 
Agatha tried to find a spell too late— 


Beatrix jumped in front of the rat and thrust out her hand. Magical rain burst from the ceiling, 
soaking the floor. The rat slipped, careened into attacking Nevers, and Sophie crashed to the 
floor. 

“Another thing about Good.” Beatrix smiled at Agatha, with Reena, and Millicent by her sides. 
“We need each other.” 

Sophie looked up to see the Evers finding their courage to beat back the toppled Nevers. 
Chaddick used his body’s spikes to ram a rat through the heart, Tedros scaled another’s tail to 
stab its neck, while the Evers bound the cowing Nevers with their black tunics and belts— 

Suddenly her own hands and feet were bound magically with vines. 

“You forget we’re in a fairy tale,” a voice said behind her. 

Struggling, Sophie turned to Agatha standing over her, finger glowing. 

“In the end, Good always wins,” Agatha said. 

Sophie slackened against her binds. 

“And so it does,” she said, gazing back at Agatha. 

Then Agatha saw Sophie wasn’t looking at her at all. She was staring past her at the hall’s last 
mural: painted masses kneeled before the Storian, glowing in the School Master’s hands like a 
star. 

A wicked smile crept across Sophie’s face. “Unless I write the ending myself.” 

She stabbed her glowing finger and the rain puddles on the floor instantly deepened, knocking 
Agatha and both armies off their feet. The students treaded water, trying to keep their heads 
above it, but the water rose higher, higher in a ceiling-high sea, until they were all about to 
drown. Cheeks puffed, turning blue, they spun to Sophie, blocking the shattered window with her 
bound body. She smirked impishly, and then let herself fall through. 

The flood blasted through the window and two hundred students cascaded out of the tower, 
into freezing midnight air, and splashed to the moat below. 

Instantly the war resumed in the putrid sludge, but with faces and clothes covered in it, the 
students couldn’t see each other in the weak dawn light. Hester shoved Anadil’s face in slime 
thinking her an Ever, Beatrix punched Reena in the jaw thinking her a Never, Chaddick 
suffocated the closest thing to him—Tedros, it turned out, who responded by sinking his rotted 
teeth into his best mate’s neck. With rules broken so rampantly, the students began to change 
from pink to black, black to blue, ugly to beautiful, beautiful to ugly, back and forth, faster, 
faster, until no one had the faintest idea who was Good and who was Evil. 

None of the foes noticed that far into the bay, a girl in pink climbed the School Master’s tower, 
brick by brick, pulling herself up by Grimm’s arrows. And that far beneath, a prince climbed 
after her, silhouetted in moonlight. Upon closer look, a prince of raven hair, iron will, dodging a 
cupid’s arrows in a billowing blue— 

Gown. 

Upon closer look, not a prince at all. 
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Never After 


Clawing through the silver brick window, Sophie gritted her teeth. 





Good always wins. 

Her Nemesis was right. As long as the School Master lived, as long as the Storian was in his 
hands, then she would never achieve vengeance. There was only one way to ruin Agatha’s happy 
ending. 

Destroy both pen and its protector. 

With a snarl, Sophie pulled herself into the School Master’s tower, flung out her glowing 
finger— 

It dimmed. 

The empty stone chamber was aglow with hundreds of red-flamed candles lining the edges of 
the bookcases and shelves. Red rose petals swathed the stone floor under her feet. Strums of a 
phantom harp softly swelled into a tender song. 

Sophie scowled. She had come for a war and found a wedding. Good was even more pathetic 
than she thought. 

Then she saw the Storian. 

Across the room, it hovered unguarded over her and Agatha’s fairy-tale book on the shadowed 
stone table. 


Through falling petals and flickering candles, Sophie skulked towards the deadly sharp pen. As 
she neared, the pen’s script smoldered against steel. Eyes blazing, breath shallow, she reached to 
seize it, but the pen lurched and lanced her finger. Sophie withdrew in shock. 

A single drop of her blood dripped down the Storian, filling the grooves in the deep script 
before trickling to its lethal nib. Alive to its new ink, the pen burned hot red and plunged to the 
book, furiously flipping pages. Her whole fairy tale unfolded before her eyes in dazzling 
paintings and flashes of words: sighting Tedros at the Welcoming, cowering from her prince at 
the Trial, witnessing him propose to Agatha, luring Good’s army to war, even climbing by 
arrows to this very tower—until the Storian found a fresh page and spilled blood outlines in a 
single sweep. Rich color magically filled them in and Sophie watched a brilliant painting of 
herself take shape, there in this tower as she was now. Ravishing in a pink ball gown, her painted 
self gazed into the eyes of a handsome stranger, tall, lean, in prime of youth and beauty. 

Sophie touched his face on the page . . . twinkling blue eyes, skin like marble, ghostly white 
hair... 

He wasn’t a stranger. 

She had dreamt of him her last night in Gavaldon. The prince she picked from a hundred at a 
castle ball. The one who felt like Ever After. 

“All these years I waited,” said a warm voice. 

She turned to see the masked School Master glide towards her from across the room, rusted 
crown crooked on his head of thick white hair. Slowly, his body unsnarled from its hunch, until it 
stood tall and erect. Then he took off his mask, revealing alabaster skin, chiseled cheeks, and 
dancing blue eyes. 

Sophie buckled. 

He was the prince from the painting. 

“You’re y—y-young—” 

“This was all a test, Sophie,” the School Master said. “A test to find my true love.” 

“Your true—me?” Sophie stammered. “But you’re Good and I’m Evil!” 

The School Master smiled. “Perhaps we should start there.” 


Hanging high above the midpoint between moat and lake, Agatha climbed arrows stabbed in 
silver brick, dodging new blows as Grimm flew around the School Master’s spire. As the cupid 
pulled another arrow into his bow, she lunged for the next shaft but it broke and tumbled off the 
tower. Her head swiveled. Grimm flashed yellowed shark teeth, aimed his arrow at her face— 

He stiffened like a stunned bird and fell from the sky into dark waters below. 

Agatha spun and saw Hester’s red fingerglow dim in her direction, her body bound by chains 
in deep sludge. In moonlight, she could see Hester’s face, filled with regret for spurning the 
chance to end this war. Around her, Evers had wrenched control of the battle. Villains struggled 
against their binds, restored to ugliness, while four Everboys pinned down Hort’s howling man- 
wolf with punches and kicks. 

Agatha felt the last arrow splinter under her hand. 

“Help—’” she puffed, legs kicking. The arrow broke— 

And froze to hard ice catching her grip. 

Agatha turned and saw Anadil’s distant green fingerglow pointed at the frozen arrow. 

Then, above her head, the next silver brick turned dark brown. Agatha smelled rich, sugary 
sweetness and her hand stretched up and dug right into taut chocolate. Pulling herself up by 


fudge, she glanced back across the bay. 
Dot’s blue light glowed proudly. 
As the next brick above turned chocolate, Agatha reached up with a smile. 
It seemed the witches had changed sides. 


“I was there all along,” the School Master said, cold, beautiful face smoldering in first rays of 
sun. “Leading Agatha to you on the night I kidnapped you. Ensuring you didn’t fail in your first 
days at school. Opening the doors at the Circus. Giving you a riddle whose answer would bring 
you to me . . . I interfered in your fairy tale because I knew how it must end.” 

“But that means you’re—” Sophie fumbled. “You’re Evil?” 

“I cared for my brother very much,” the School Master said tensely, peering at the schools’ 
raging war. “We were entrusted the Storian for eternity because our bond overrode our warring 
souls. As long as we protected each other, we would stay immortal and beautiful, Good and Evil 
in perfect balance. Each as worthy and powerful as the other.” 

He turned. “But Evil cannot be but alone.” 

“So you killed your own brother?” Sophie said. 

“Much as you tried to kill your dearest friend and beloved prince,” the School Master smiled. 
“But no matter how much I tried to control the Storian . . . Good now emerged triumphant in 
every new tale.” 

He caressed the symbols on the pen’s skin. “Because there is something greater than the purest 
Evil, Sophie. Something you and I cannot have.” 

At last Sophie understood. Her fire cooled to grief. 

“Love,” she said softly. 

“It is why Good wins every story,” the School Master said. “They fight for each other. We can 
only fight for ourselves. 

“My only hope was to find something stronger, something that would give us a chance. I 
hunted every seer in the Woods until one gave me my answer. One who told me that what I 
needed would come from beyond our world. And so I searched all these years, careful to keep 
the balance, as my body and hope weakened . . . until at last you’ve come. The one that can tip 
the balance forever. The one more powerful than Good’s Love.” 

He touched her cheek. 

“Evil’s love.” 

Sophie couldn’t breathe, feeling his frigid fingers on her skin. 

The School Master’s lips curled into a smile. “Sader knew you would come. A heart as dark as 
mine. An Evil whose beauty could restore my own.” His hands moved to her waist. “If we unite 
with each other to seal the bond of Evil. If we marry for the purpose of hurting, destroying, 
punishing . . . then you and I finally have something to fight for.” 

The School Master’s breath glazed her ear. “Never After.” 

Looking up at him, Sophie finally understood. He had her same maleficent coldness, the same 
pain raging in his eyes. Long before Tedros, her soul had known its true match. Not a shining 
knight, fighting for Good. Not someone Good at all. 

All these years she had tried to be someone else. She had made so many mistakes along the 
way. But at last, she had come home. 

“A kiss,” the School Master whispered. “A kiss for Never After.” 

Tears trickled down Sophie’s cheeks. After all this, she would have her happy ending. 


She gave herself to the School Master’s grip and he pulled her into his arms. As he clasped her 
neck, leaning in for her fairy-tale kiss, Sophie gazed up tenderly at the prince of her dreams. 

But now his face cracked at the edges. 

Charred flesh wormed through his luminous skin. Behind him falling roses turned to maggots 
and red candles lit up hellish shadows. Outside, the dawn sky fogged infernal green and the 
Good castle blackened to stone. As the School Master’s decaying lips touched hers, Sophie felt 
her vision blur red, her veins burn acid, her body rot to match his. Skin blistering, she held her 
prince’s eyes, begging to feel love, the love that storybooks promised her, the love that would 
last an eternity... 

But all she found was hate. 

Devoured by a kiss, she saw at last she would never find love in this life or the next. She was 
Evil, always Evil, and there would never be happiness or peace. As her heart shattered with 
sadness, she yielded to darkness without a fight, only to hear a dying echo, somewhere deeper 
than soul. 

It’s not what we are, Sophie. 

It’s what we do. 

Sophie tore herself from the School Master’s grip and he spilled back into the stone table, 
sending the Storian and storybook smashing into the wall. In the fallen Storian, she glimpsed her 
half-rotted face, split cleanly from forehead to chin. Breathless, she fled for the window, but 
there was no way down the tower. 

Through eerie green fog, she saw the far shore. Gone were the weapons, the spells, the two 
sides. The sludge pits overflowed with blackened bodies, children punching anyone in sight, 
slamming faces into muck, tearing at skin and hair, writhing and clawing for mercy. Sophie 
stared at this war she had started, Good and Evil fighting now for nothing at all. 

“What have I done?” she breathed. 

She turned to see the School Master stir on the floor. 

“Please,” Sophie begged. “I want to be Good!” 

The School Master raised red-rimmed eyes, skin shriveling around his thin smile. 

“You can never be Good, Sophie. That’s why you’re mine.” 

Slowly he slithered towards her. Terrified, Sophie shrank against the window as he reached 
rotting hands to grab her— 

From behind, soft, warm arms suddenly wrapped her like an angel’s and pulled her into the 
night sky. 

“Hold your breath!” Agatha cried as they fell— 

In tight embrace, the two girls smashed face-first into crushing cold water. The glacial lake 
robbed their lungs, numbed every inch of skin, but still they didn’t let go. Their entwined bodies 
plunged to arctic depths, and kicked towards sunlight. But just as their hands stabbed for air, 
Agatha saw the black shadow ripping straight for them. With a silent scream, she thrust out her 
glowing finger and a giant wave rose, swelling them away from the School Master and crashing 
them to Evil’s barren shore. 

Agatha willed herself onto her knees in the moat and heard the screams of war around her, 
rabid, slime-drenched children without faces or names, pummeling each other like beasts. 

Then in the distance, a body rose from the sludge. 

“Sophie?” she croaked. 

The ooze sloughed away and Agatha dove for the bank in horror. 


She glanced back to see the old, decayed School Master calmly wade towards her, Storian in 
hand. Gurgling, she scraped over wrestling torsos for the shore, oily black hands clawing at her 
face, sludge sinking her like quicksand. Agatha turned to see the School Master gliding through 
it, unnoticed by his warring students. Gagging on muck, she pulled herself over the black mob 
into dead grass, lurched to her feet to run— 

The School Master stood in front of her, flesh crumbling off naked skull. 

“T expected more from a Reader, Agatha,” he said. “Surely you know what happens to those 
who thwart love.” 

Agatha flushed with fight. “You’ll never have her. Not as long as I’m alive.” 

The School Master’s blue eyes filled with blood. 

“And so it is written.” 

He raised the Storian like a dagger and hurled it at Agatha with a deafening scream. 

Trapped, Agatha closed her eyes— 

A body collided with hers and took her to the ground. 

Agatha’s eyes opened. 

Sophie lay beside her, Storian speared through her heart. 

The School Master let out a cry of shock. 

The war around them ceased. 

Bloodied students turned in stunned silence to see their rotted, malevolent leader, frozen over 
the body of the witch who saved a princess’s life. The body of one of their own. 

Sunken in sludge, Evers’ and Nevers’ faces melted to terror and shame. They had betrayed 
each other and lost to the real enemy. In foolish vengeance, they had surrendered the balance 
they were entrusted to protect. But as eyes found the School Master, their young faces hardened 
with purpose. Then all at once, the silver swan crests on both Good’s and Evil’s uniforms turned 
blinding white and came alive, shrieking, flapping. 

Instantly the tiny birds ripped free, blasted into the twilit sky, and coalesced into a glittering 
silhouette. The School Master’s face drained of blood as he looked up at a luminous ghost, a 
familiar face of snowy hair, ivory cheeks, and warm blue eyes. . . . 

“You are a spirit, brother,” the School Master scowled. “You have no power without a body.” 

“Yet,” said a voice. 

He turned to see Professor Sader limp from the Woods through the school gates, bloodied by 
thorns. Trembling, Sader gazed up at the ghost in the sky. 

“Please.” 

From the sky, the Good brother dove and smashed into Sader’s willing body. 

Sader shivered, hazel eyes wide, then slumped to his knees, eyes closed. 

Slowly his eyes opened, sparkling blue. 

The School Master backed up in surprise. The skin of Sader’s arms softened to white feathers, 
shredding his green suit away. Terrified, the School Master turned into a shadow, fled across 
dead grass towards the lake, but Sader flew into the air after him, human arms now giant white 
swan wings, and swerved down and snatched the shadow in his beak. With a searing bird’s 
screech, he tore it apart, raining black feathers over the battleground below. 

From the sky, Sader looked down at Sophie in Agatha’s arms, tears welling in big hazel eyes at 
the first and last thing he would ever see. Then, his sacrifice done, he dissipated to gold dust and 
was gone. 

Faculty stormed from the castles, freed from the School Master’s curse. Professor Dovey 


stopped short first, then the others behind her. Lady Lesso’s jaw quivered as Clarissa gripped her 
hand. Professor Anemone, Professor Sheeks, Professor Manley, Princess Uma all had the same 
scared, powerless faces. Even Castor and Pollux couldn’t be told apart. All bowed their heads in 
mourning, knowing that they were too late for even the mercy of magic. 

In front of them, the children gathered around Sophie, dying in Agatha’s arms. Agatha tried in 
vain to staunch the wound, a mess of tears. 

Tedros dove beside them. “Let me help,” he said, taking Sophie in his arms. 

“No—” Sophie wheezed—“Agatha.” 

Speechless, Tedros left her to his princess’s arms. 

Agatha pressed Sophie to her chest, hands soaked with her blood. 

“You’re safe now,” Agatha said softly. 

“T don’t—want to—be Evil,” Sophie panted through sobs. 

“You’re not Evil, Sophie,” Agatha whispered, touching her decayed cheek. “You’re human.” 

Sophie smiled weakly. “Only if I have you.” 

Her eyes flickered with life. 

“No—not yet—” Sophie struggled— 

“Sophie! Sophie, please!” Agatha choked. 

“Agatha—” Sophie exhaled her last breath. “I love you.” 

“Wait!” Agatha screamed. 

Icy wind snuffed the last of the torches and the blackened Good castle vanished behind dark 
fog. 

Sobbing, shaking, Agatha kissed Sophie’s cold lips. 

Black feathers shivered on the dead ground between the children’s feet. As they stared in 
horror, Agatha lay her head on Sophie’s silent heart and wept into terrible silence. Beside their 
two bodies the cold, bloody Storian dulled to gray, its work finally done. 

As the teachers took children into their arms, Agatha stayed holding the body, knowing she 
had to let go. But she couldn’t. Cheek wet with Sophie’s blood, she listened to the sobs rise 
around her, the wind rake through wartorn sludge, her shallow breaths wither against a corpse. 

And the beat of a heart. 

Color returned to Sophie’s lips. 

Glow warmed her skin. 

Blood faded from her chest. 

Her skin restored to its beautiful whole and with a shocked breath, her eyes opened, emerald 
clear. 

“Sophie?” Agatha whispered. 

Sophie touched her face and smiled. 

“Who needs princes in our fairy tale?” 

Sun exploded through fog, coating the two castles in gold. As the grass around it greened, the 
Storian blazed with new life and soared back to its tower in the sky. Across the shores, children’s 
robes, black, pink, blue, melted to the same silver, dissolving their division once and for all. 

But as jubilant students and teachers descended on the girls, they suddenly retreated. Sophie 
and Agatha had started to shimmer, and within seconds, their bodies turned translucent. They 
spun to each other, for in the wind, the two heard what the others couldn’t, tenor tolls of a town 
clock, closer, closer... 

Sophie’s eyes twinkled. “A princess and witch...” 


“Friends,” Agatha gasped. 

She whirled to Tedros. With a cry, her prince seized for her—“Wait!” 
Light slipped through his fingers. 

They were gone. 
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Sophie Makes a Wish 


There is an uneasiness that remains after your best friend tries to kill you. 
But as Agatha gazed out at her and Sophie’s golden statues, towering 
over the sun-speckled square, she swallowed it away. 





“I don’t know why it has to be a musical,” she said, sneezing from the 
carnations on her pink dress. 

“No sweating in your costumes!” Sophie barked at a boy struggling in a 
ferocious plaster dog head, while the girl roped to him stumbled around in 
her own cuddly dog head. Sophie caught two boys labeled Chaddick and 
Ravan trying to swap outfits. “No switching schools either!” 
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“But I want to be an Ever!” Ravan groused, and pulled at his dumpy 
black tunic. 

“My wig itches,” mewled Beatrix, clawing her blond hairpiece. 

“Mummy won’t know it’s me,” whined a boy in the School Master’s 
shiny silver mask. 

“AND NO SULKING ABOUT PARTS!” Sophie boomed, branding Dot 
on the blacksmith’s daughter before stuffing two chocolate ice pops in her 
hands. “You need to gain twenty pounds by next week.” 

“You said it’d be small,” Agatha said, eyeing a boy teetering on a ladder 
as he painted two familiar green eyes on the massive theater marquee. 
“Something tasteful for the anniversary.” 

“Is every boy in this town a tenor?” Sophie squawked, inspecting the 
males with these very same eyes. “Surely someone’s voice has changed? 
Surely someone can play Tedros, the most handsome, charming prince in 
the—” 

She turned to find red-haired, bucktoothed Radley in tight breeches, 
puffing his chest. Sophie gagged and stamped him Hort. 

“This doesn’t seem small,” Agatha said, louder, watching two girls pull 
the canvas off a ticket booth with twenty neon Sophie faces silk-screened 
across it. “And it doesn’t seem tastef—” 

“Lights!” Sophie called to two boys suspended from ropes— 

Agatha spun from the blinding detonation. Through fingers, she peeked 
up at the velvet curtain behind them, embedded with a thousand white-hot 
bulbs spelling out: 


CURSES! The Musical 
Starring, Written, Directed, and Produced by Sophie 


“Is this too dull for the finale?” Sophie said, whirling to Agatha in a 
midnight-blue ballgown with delicate gold leaves, a ruby pendant around 
her neck, and a tiara of blue orchids. “That reminds me. Can you sing 
harmony?” 

Agatha swelled like a tick. “Have you lost your mind! You said it’d be a 
tribute to the kidnapped children, not some fairground burlesque! I can’t 
act, I can’t sing, and here we are having a dress rehearsal for a vanity show 
that doesn’t even have a scrip— What is THAT?” 


She pointed at the sash of red crystals across Sophie’s dress. 


Ball Queen 


Sophie stared at her. “You don’t expect me to tell our story as it 
happened, do you?” 

Agatha scowled. 

“Oh, Agatha, if we don’t celebrate ourselves, who else will?” Sophie 
moaned, looking out at the giant amphitheater. “We’re the Gavaldon Curse 
Breakers! The School Master Slayers! Larger than life! Greater than legend! 
So where’s our palace? Where’s our slaves? On the anniversary of our 
kidnapping from this odious town, they should adore us! They should 
worship us! They should bow down instead of trolling around with fat, 
badly dressed widows!” 

Her voice thundered across empty wooden seats. She turned to find her 
friend studying her. 

“The Elders gave him permission, didn’t they,” said Agatha. 

Sophie’s face darkened. She spun quickly and started handing sheet 
music to the cast. 

“When is it?” Agatha asked. 

Sophie didn’t answer. 

“Sophie, when is it?” 

“The day after the show,” Sophie said, sprucing the garlands on a giant 
altar set piece. “But that might change once they see the encore.” 

“Why? What’s in the encore?” 

“I'm fine about it, Aggie. I’ve made my peace.” 

“Sophie. What’s in the encore.” 

“He’s a grown man. Free to make his own decisions.” 

“And this show has nothing to do with trying to stop your father’s 
wedding.” 

Sophie twirled. “Why would you ever think that?” 

Agatha glared at the fat, homeless hag, slouched in a veil under the altar, 
stamped Honora. 

Sophie shoved Agatha music. “If I were you, I'd be learning how to 
sing.” 


When they returned from the Woods nine months before, the hubbub had 
been frightening. For two hundred years, the School Master had kidnapped 
children from Gavaldon to his School for Good and Evil. But after so many 
children lost forever, so many families torn apart, two girls had found their 
way back. People wanted to kiss them, touch them, build statues for them, 
as if they were gods fallen to earth. To satisfy demand, the Council of 
Elders suggested they hold supervised autograph signings in the church 
after Sunday services. The questions never changed: “Did they torture 
you?” “Are you sure the curse is broken?” “Did you see my son?” 

Sophie offered to endure these on her own, but to her surprise, Agatha 
always showed. Indeed, in those first months, Agatha did daily interviews 
for the town scroll, let Sophie dress her up and slather her with makeup, and 
politely endured the young children her friend loathed. 

“Totems of disease,” Sophie grumbled, dabbing her nostrils with 
eucalyptus before signing another storybook. She noticed Agatha smile at a 
boy as she autographed his copy of King Arthur. 

“Since when do you like children?” Sophie growled. 

“Since they beg to see Mother when they’re sick now,” said Agatha, 
flashing lipstick stains on her teeth. “Never had so many patients in her 
life.” 

But by summer, the crowd had thinned. It was Sophie’s idea to do 
posters. 
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Agatha gaped at the sign on the church door. “Free kiss?” 
“On their storybooks,” Sophie said, puckering garishly red lips into a 
pocket mirror. 


“That’s not what it sounds like,” said Agatha, pulling at the clingy green 
dress Sophie had loaned her. Pink had noticeably disappeared from her 
friend’s closet after they returned, presumably because it reminded her of 
her time as a bald, toothless witch. 

“Look, we’re old news,” Agatha said, yanking at the dress’s straps again. 
“Time to go back to normal like everyone else.” 

“Maybe it should just be me this week.” Sophie’s eyes flicked up from 
the mirror. “Perhaps they sense your lack of enthusiasm.” 

But no one except smelly Radley showed that Sunday or the next week, 
when Sophie’s posters hawked an “intimate gift” with every autograph, or 
the next, when she promised a “private dinner” too. By the fall, the Missing 
signs in the square had come down, the children had shoved their 
storybooks in closets, and Mr. Deauville put a Last Days sign in his shop 
window, for no new fairy tales had come from the Woods for him to sell. 
Now the girls were just two more fossils of the curse. Even Sophie’s father 
had stopped treading gently. On Halloween, he told his daughter he had 
received the Elders’ permission to marry Honora. He never asked for 
Sophie’s. 

As she hurried from rehearsal through a hard, ugly rain, Sophie glowered 
at her once-shining statue, spotted and runny with bird droppings. She had 
worked so hard for it. A week of snail-egg facials and cucumber-juice fasts 
so the sculptor would get her just right. And now here it was, a toilet for 
pigeons. 

She glanced back at her painted face beaming from the distant theater 
marquee and gritted her teeth. The show would remind her father who came 
first. The show would remind them all. 

As she splashed out of the square toward soddy cottage lanes, trails of 
smoke wafted from chimneys, and Sophie knew what each family was 
having for dinner: breaded pork with mushroom gravy in Wilhelm’s house, 
beef and potato cream soup in Belle’s, bacon lentils and pickled yams in 
Sabrina’s ... The food her father loved and never could have. 

Good. Let him starve, for all she cared. As she walked up the lane to her 
own house, Sophie inhaled for the smell of a cold, empty kitchen, a smell 
that reminded her father of what he’d lost. 

Only now the kitchen didn’t smell empty at all. Sophie inhaled again, a 
smell of meat and milk, and felt herself running to the door. She threw it 


open— 

Honora hacked into raw pork ribs. “Sophie,” she panted, wiping plump 
hands. “I had to close at Bartleby’s—I could use some help—” 

Sophie stared through her. “Where’s my father?” 

Honora tried to fix her bushy, flour-crusted hair. “Um, putting up the tent 
with the boys. He thought it might be nice if we all have dinner toget—” 

“Tent?” Sophie charged for the back door. “Now?” 

She barreled into the garden. In gusty rain, the widow’s two boys each 
manned a roped-down stake while Stefan tried to loop the billowing white 
tent around a third. But just as Stefan succeeded, the tent ripped away, 
burying him and the two boys beneath it. Sophie could hear them giggling 
before her father poked his head from under the canvas. “Just what we 
need. A fourth!” 

“Why are you putting up the tent?” Sophie said, ice-cold. “The wedding 
is next week.” 

Stefan stood tall and cleared his throat. “It’s tomorrow.” 

“Tomorrow?” Sophie went white. “This tomorrow? The one after today?” 

“Honora said we should do it before your show,” Stefan said, running a 
hand through a newly grown beard. “We don’t want to distract from it.” 

Sophie felt sick. “But ... how can—” 

“Don’t worry about us. We announced the date change at church, and 
Jacob and Adam here will have the tent up in no time. How was rehearsal?” 
He hugged the six-year-old to his brawny flank. “Jacob said he could see 
the lights from our porch.” 

“Me too!” said eight-year-old Adam, hugging his other side. 

Stefan kissed their heads. “Who’d have thought I'd have two little 
princes?” he whispered. 

Sophie watched her father, heart in her throat. 

“So come on, tell us what’s in your show,” Stefan said, smiling up at her. 

But Sophie suddenly didn’t care about her show at all. 

Dinner was a handsome roast, with perfectly cooked broccoli, cucumber 
salad, and a flourless blueberry tart, but she didn’t touch any of it. She sat 
rigid, glaring at Honora across the cramped table as forks speared and 
clinked. 

“Eat,” Stefan prodded her. 


Next to him, Honora rubbed her neck wattle, avoiding Sophie’s stare. “If 
she doesn’t like 1t—” 

“You made what she likes,” Stefan said, eyes on Sophie. “Eat.” 

Sophie didn’t. Clinks petered to silence. 

“Can I have her pork?” Adam said. 

“You and my mother were friends, weren’t you?” Sophie said to Honora. 

The widow choked on her meat. Stefan scowled at Sophie and opened his 
mouth to retort, but Honora grabbed his wrist. She dabbed at dry lips with a 
dirty napkin. 

“Best friends,” she rasped with a smile, and swallowed again. “For a very 
long time.” 

Sophie froze over. “I wonder what came between you.” 

Honora’s smile vanished and she peered down at her plate. Sophie’s eyes 
stayed locked on her. 

Stefan’s fork clanked against the table. “Why don’t you help Honora in 
the shop after school?” 

Sophie waited for Adam to answer him—then saw her father still looking 
at her. 

“Me?” Sophie blanched. “Help ... her?” 

“Bartleby said my wife could use an extra hand,” Stefan pushed. 

Wife. That’s all Sophie heard. Not thief. Not tramp. Wife. 

“After the wedding and the show is over,” he added. “Get you settled into 
normal life.” 

Sophie spun to Honora, expecting her to be as shocked, but she was just 
anxiously slurping cucumbers through dry lips. 

“Father, you want me to—to—” Sophie couldn’t get words out. “Churn 
b-b-butter?” 

“Build some strength in those stick arms,” her father said between bites, 
as Jacob and Adam compared biceps. 

“But I’m famous!” Sophie shrieked. “I have fans—I have a statue! I can’t 
work! Not with her!” 

“Then perhaps you should find somewhere else to live.” Stefan picked a 
bone clean. “As long as you’re in this family, you’ll contribute. Or the boys 
would be happy to have your room.” 

Sophie gasped. 

“Now eat,” he spat, so sharply she had to obey. 


As he watched Agatha slip on her old, saggy black dress, Reaper growled 
suspiciously, sucking on a few trout bones across the leaky room. 

“See? Same old Agatha.” She slammed the trunk on Sophie’s borrowed 
clothes, slid it near the door, and kneeled to pet her bald, wrinkled cat. “So 
now you can be nice again.” 

Reaper hissed. 

“It’s me,” Agatha said, trying to pet him. “I haven't changed a bit.” 

Reaper scratched her and trundled away. 

Agatha rubbed the fresh mark on her hand between others barely healed. 
She flopped onto her bed while Reaper curled up in a moldy green corner, 
as far away from her as he could. 

She rolled over and hugged her pillow. 

I’m happy. 

She listened to rain slosh against the straw roof and spurt through a hole 
into her mother’s black cauldron. 

Home sweet home. 

Clink, clink, clink went the rain. 

Sophie and me. 

She stared at the blank, cracked wall. Clink, clink, clink ... Like a sword 
in a sheath, rubbing against a belt buckle. Clink, clink, clink. Her chest 
started pounding, her blood burning like lava, and she knew it was 
happening again. Clink, clink, clink. The black of the cauldron became the 
black of his boots. The straw of the ceiling, the gold of his hair. The sky 
through the window, the blue in his eyes. In her arms, the pillow became 
tanned muscles and flesh— 

“Some help, dear!” a voice trilled. 

Agatha jolted awake, gripping her sweat-stained pillow. She lurched off 
the bed and opened the door to see her mother lugging two baskets, one 
teeming with stinky roots and leaves, the other with dead tadpoles, 
cockroaches, and lizards. 

“What in the world—” 

“So you can finally teach me some potions from school!” Callis chimed, 
eyes bulging, and plunked a basket in Agatha’s hands. “Not as many 
patients today. We have time to brew!” 

“I told you I can’t do magic anymore,” Agatha snapped, closing the door 
behind them. “Our fingers don’t glow here.” 


“Why won’t you tell me anything that happened?” her mother asked, 
picking her oily dome of black hair. “The least you could do is show me a 
wart potion.” 

“Look, I put it all behind me.” 

“Lizards are better fresh, dear. What can we make with those?” 

“T forgot all that stuff—” 

“They’ll go bad—” 

“Stop!” 

Her mother stiffened. 

“Please,” Agatha begged. “I don’t want to talk about school.” 

Gently Callis took the basket from her. “When you came home, I'd never 
been so happy.” She looked into her daughter’s eyes. “But part of me 
worries what you gave up.” 

Agatha stared down at her black clump shoes as her mother towed the 
baskets into the kitchen. “You know how I feel about waste,” Callıs sighed. 
“Let’s hope our bowels can handle a lizard stew.” 

As Agatha chopped onions by torchlight, she listened to her mother hum 
off-key, like she did every night. Once upon a time, she had loved their 
graveyard haven, their lonely routines. 

She put down the knife. “Mother, how do you know if you’ve found Ever 
After?” 

“Hmmm?” said Callis, bony hands scraping a few roaches into the 
cauldron. 

“The people in a fairy tale, I mean.” 

“It should say so, dear.” Her mother nodded at an open storybook 
peeking from under Agatha’s bed. 

Agatha looked down at its last page, a blond prince and raven-haired 
princess kissing at their wedding, framed by an enchanted castle ... 


THE END. 


“But what if two people can’t see their storybook?” She gazed at the 
princess in her prince’s arms. “How do they know if they’re happy?” 

“If they have to ask, they probably aren’t,” said her mother, jabbing a 
roach that wouldn’t drown. 


Agatha’s eyes stayed on the prince a moment longer. She snapped the 
storybook shut and tossed it in the fire under the cauldron. “About time we 
got rid of these like everyone else.” 

She resumed chopping in the corner, faster than before. 

“Are you all right, dear?” Callis said, hearing sniffles. 

Agatha dabbed at her eyes. “Onions.” 


The rain had gone, but a harsh autumn wind raked across the cemetery, lit 
by two torches over the gates that clung to skipping flames. As she 
approached the grave, her calves locked and her heart banged in her ears, 
begging her to stay away. Sweat seeped down her back as she kneeled in the 
weeds and mud, her eyes closed. She had never looked. Never. 

With a deep breath, Sophie opened her eyes. She could barely make out 
an eroded butterfly in the headstone above the words. 


LOVING WIFE 
& 
MOTHER 


Two smaller gravestones, both unmarked, flanked her mother’s like 
wings. Fingers covered by white mittens, she picked moss out of the cracks 
in one, overgrown from the years of neglect. As she tore away the mold, her 
soiled mittens found deeper grooves in the rock, smooth and deliberate. 
There was something carved in the slab. She peered closer— 

“Sophie?” 

She turned to see Agatha approach in a tattered black coat, balancing a 
drippy candle on a saucer. 

“My mother saw you from the window.” 

Agatha crouched next to her and laid the flame in front of the graves. 
Sophie didn’t say anything for a long while. 

“He thought it was her fault,” she said at last, gazing at the two unmarked 
headstones. “Two boys, both born dead. How else could he explain it?” She 
watched a blue butterfly flutter out of the darkness and nestle into the 
carving on her mother’s decayed gravestone. 


“All the doctors said she couldn’t have more children. Even your 
mother.” Sophie paused and smiled faintly at the blue butterfly. “One day it 
happened. She was so sick no one thought it could last, but her belly still 
grew. The Miracle Child, the Elders called it. Father said he’d name him 
Filip.” 

Sophie turned to Agatha. “Only you can’t call a girl Filip.” 

Sophie paused, cheekbones hardening. “She loved me, no matter how 
weak I had left her. No matter how many times she watched him walk to 
her friend’s house and disappear inside.” Sophie fought the tears as long as 
she could. “Her friend, Agatha. Her best friend. How could he?” She cried 
bitterly into her dirty mittens. 

Agatha looked down and didn’t say a word. 

“T watched her die, Aggie. Broken and betrayed.” Sophie turned from the 
grave, red faced. “Now he’ll have everything he wanted.” 

“You can’t stop him,” Agatha said, touching her. 

Sophie recoiled. “And let him get away with it?” 

“What choice do you have?” 

“You think that wedding will happen?” Sophie spat. “Watch.” 

“Sophie ...” 

“He should be the one dead!” Sophie flushed with blood. “Him and his 
little princes! Then I’d be happy in this prison!” 

Her face was so horrible that Agatha froze. For the first time since they 
returned, she glimpsed the deadly witch inside her friend, yearning to 
unleash. 

Sophie saw the fear in Agatha’s eyes. “I’m s-s-s-sorry—” she stammered, 
turning away. “I—I don’t know what happened—” Her face melted to 
shame. The witch was gone. 

“T miss her, Aggie,” Sophie whispered, trembling. “I know we have our 
happy ending. But I still miss my mother.” 

Agatha hesitated, then touched her friend’s shoulder. Sophie gave in to 
her, and Agatha held her as she sobbed. “I wish I could see her again,” 
Sophie wept. “T’d do anything. Anything.” 

The crooked tower clock tolled ten times down the hill, but loud, doleful 
creaks thickened between each one. In each other’s arms, the two girls 
watched the hunched silhouette of old Mr. Deauville as he wheeled a cart 
past the clock with the last of his closed-down shop. Every few paces he 


stopped, laboring under the weight of his forgotten storybooks, until his 
shadow disappeared around the corner and the creaks faded away. 

“I just don’t want to end like her, alone and ... forgotten,” Sophie 
breathed. 

She turned to Agatha, trying to smile. “But my mother didn’t have a 
friend like you, did she? You gave up a prince, just for us to be together. To 
think I could make someone happy like that ...” Her eyes misted. “I don’t 
deserve you, Agatha. I really don’t. After all I’ve done.” 

Agatha was still quiet. 

“Someone Good would let this marriage happen, wouldn’t they?” Sophie 
pressed her softly. “Someone as Good as you.” 

“Tt’s late,” Agatha said, standing up. She held out her hand. 

Sophie took it limply. “And I still have to find a dress for the wedding.” 

Agatha managed a smile. “See? Good after all.” 

“Least I can do is look better than the bride,” Sophie said, swishing 
ahead. 

Agatha snorted and grabbed the torch off the gate. “Wait. PII walk you 
home.” 

“How lovely,” Sophie said, not stopping. “I can smell more of that onion 
soup you had for dinner.” 

“Lizard and onion soup, actually.” 

“T really don’t know how we’re friends.” 

Through the groaning gate, the two slipped side by side, torches lighting 
up their long shadows across overgrown weeds. As they waded down the 
emerald hill and out of sight, a gust flew back through the cemetery, 
igniting a flame on a candle dripping onto its mud-stained saucer. The flame 
grew over a blue butterfly settled curiously on a grave, then stoked brighter, 
long enough to illuminate the carvings on the two unmarked graves beside 
it. A swan on each. One white. 

The other black. 

With a roar, the wind lashed between them and blew the candle out. 
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Agatha Makes a Wish Too 


Blood. It smelled blood. 

Eat. 

Smashing through trees, the Beast hunted their scent, grunting and 
slobbering on all fours. Claws and feet pounded the dirt, faster, faster, 
shredding vines and branches, bounding over rocks, until at last it could 
hear their breaths and see the trail of red. One of them was hurt. 

Eat. 

Through a long, dark, hollow trunk it slunk, licking up the blood, 
smelling their terror. The Beast took its time, for they had nowhere to go, 
and soon it heard their whimpers. Bit by bit they came into view, 
silhouetted in moonlight, trapped between the end of the log and a thick 
patch of briars. The older boy, wounded and pale, clutched the younger to 
his chest. 





The Beast swept them both up and held the boys as they cried. Snuggled 
in briars, the Beast rocked them gently until the boys stopped weeping and 


knew the Beast was Good. Soon the boys breathed heavier against the 
Beast’s black breast, nestling deeper into its arms, hugging them tighter ... 
harder ... bonier ... until the boys gasped awake ... 

And saw Sophie’s bloody smile. 

Sophie flung up from bed and knocked into her bedside candle, 
splattering lavender wax all over the wall. She whirled to the mirror and 
saw herself bald, toothless, pockmarked with warts— 

“Help—”’ she choked, closing her eyes— 

She opened them and the witch was no longer there. Her beautiful face 
stared back at her. 

Panicked, Sophie checked her shivering white skin for warts, wiping 
away the cold film of sweat. 

I’m Good, she calmed herself when she found none. 

But her hands wouldn’t stop shaking, her mind racing, unable to shake 
that Beast, the Beast she’d killed in a world far away, the Beast that still 
haunted her dreams. She thought of her rage in the graveyard ... Agatha’s 
petrified face ... 

You "Il never be Good, the School Master had warned. 

Sophie’s mouth went dry. She’d smile at the wedding. She’d work at 
Bartleby’s. She’d eat the widow’s meat and buy toys for her sons. She’d be 
happy here. Just like Agatha. 

Anything to not be a witch again. 

“I'm Good,” she repeated into silence. 

The School Master had to be wrong. She’d saved Agatha’s life, and 
Agatha had saved hers. 

They were home together. The riddle solved. The School Master dead. 

The storybook closed. 

Definitely Good, Sophie assured herself, snuggling back into her pillow. 

But she could still taste blood. 


The fog and winds of the night cleared to a blinding sun, so strong for 
November that the day seemed blessed for love. Every wedding in 
Gavaldon was a public occasion, but on this Friday, the shops were all 
closed and the square deserted, for Stefan was a popular man. Under a 
white garden tent behind his house, the entire town mingled over cherry 


punch and plum wine, as three fiddlers strummed in the corner, exhausted 
from playing a funeral the night before. 

Agatha wasn’t sure if her dumpy black smock was appropriate attire for a 
wedding, but it suited her mood. She’d woken up miserable and couldn’t 
put a finger on why. Sophie needs me to be happy, she told herself as she 
tromped down the hill, but by the time she joined the crowd in the garden, 
her frown was a scowl. She needed to snap out of it or she’d make Sophie 
even more depressed ... 

A flash of pink surged through the crowd and bear hugged her into a 
poofy, ruffled gown. 

“Thank you for being here on our special day,” Sophie cooed. 

Agatha coughed. 

“Pm so happy for them, aren't you?” Sophie mooned, dabbing 
nonexistent tears. “It'll be such a thrill. Having a new mother, two brothers, 
and going to the shop each morning to churn”—she gulped—“butter.” 

Agatha gaped at Sophie, back in her favorite dress. “You’re pink ... 
again.” 

“Like my loving, Good heart,” her friend breathed, stroking pink- 
ribboned braids. 

Agatha blinked. “Did they put toadstools in the punch?” 

“Sophie!” 

Both girls turned and saw Jacob, Adam, and Stefan trying to fix crooked 
blue tulip garlands over the altar at the front of the tent. Standing on 
pumpkins to reach, the boys beckoned her with waves. 

“Sweet little munchkins, aren’t they?” Sophie smiled. “I could just eat 
them both u—” 

Agatha saw her friend’s green eyes chill with fear. Then it was gone, and 
the only traces left were the bruised circles beneath them. Nightmare scars. 
She’d seen them on Sophie before. 

“Sophie, it’s me,” Agatha said quietly. “You don’t have to pretend.” 

Sophie shook her head. “You and me, Aggie. That’s all I need to be 
Good,” she said, voice shaky. She clasped Agatha’s arm and looked deep 
into her friend’s dark eyes. “As long as we keep the witch inside me dead. 
Everything else I can bear if I try.” She gripped Agatha tighter and turned to 
the altar. “I’m coming, boys!” she shouted, and with a strained smile, swept 
off to help her new family. 





Instead of feeling touched, Agatha felt even more miserable. Whats 
wrong with me? 

Her mother came up beside her and handed her a glass of punch, which 
she downed in one gulp. 

“Added a few glowworms,” Callis said. “Brighten that sour face.” 

Agatha spat a spray of red. 

“Really, dear. I know weddings are putrid things, but try not to look 
hostile.” Her mother nodded ahead. “The Elders already despise us. Don’t 
give them more reason.” 

Agatha glanced at three wizened, bearded men in black top hats and 
knee-length gray cloaks, milling between seats and shaking hands. The 
length of their beards appeared to indicate their relative ages, with the 
Eldest’s funneling down past his chest. 

“Why do they have to approve every marriage?” Agatha asked. 

“Because when the kidnappings kept happening, the Elders blamed 
women like me,” her mother said, picking dandruff from her hair. “Back 
then, if you weren’t married by the time you finished school, people thought 
you were a witch. So the Elders forced marriages for all those unwed.” She 
managed a wry smile. “But even force couldn’t make a man wed me.” 

Agatha remembered when no boy at school wanted her for the Ball 
either. Until ... 

Suddenly she felt even grimmer. 

“When the kidnappings continued, the Elders softened their stance and 
‘approved’ marriages instead. But I still remember their terrible 
arrangements,” said her mother, digging nails into her scalp. “Stefan 
suffered worst of all.” 

“Why? What happened to him?” 

Callis’ hand dropped, as if she’d forgotten her daughter was listening. 
“Nothing, dear. Nothing that matters anymore.” 

“But you said—” Agatha heard her name called and spun to see Sophie 
waving her into a front-row seat. 

“Aggie, we’re starting!” 

Side by side in the first pew, a few feet from the altar, Agatha kept 
waiting for Sophie to crack. But her friend clung to her smile, even as her 
father joined the priest at the altar, the fiddlers began the procession, and 
Jacob and Adam strewed roses down the aisle in matching white suits. After 


months of fighting her father, fighting for attention, fighting real life ... 
Sophie had changed. 

You and me, Aggie. 

All Agatha had ever wanted was to be enough for Sophie. For Sophie to 
need her as much as she needed Sophie. And now, at last, she’d won her 
happy ending. 

But in her seat, Agatha didn’t feel happy at all. Something was bothering 
her about this wedding. Something worming through her heart. Before she 
could pinpoint it, the fiddlers slowed their tune, everyone under the tent 
stood, and Honora waddled down the aisle. Agatha watched Sophie 
carefully, expecting her friend to finally betray herself, but Sophie didn’t 
flinch, even as she took in her new stepmother’s bulbous hairdo, pudgy 
behind, and dress smudged with what looked like cake frosting. 

“Dearest friends and family,” the priest began, “we are gathered here to 
witness the union of these two souls ...” 

Stefan took Honora’s hand, and Agatha felt even more dismal. Her back 
hunched, her lips pouted— 

Across the aisle, her mother was glaring at her. Agatha sat up and faked a 
smile. 

“In love, happiness comes from honesty, from committing to the one that 
we need,” the priest continued. 

Agatha felt Sophie gently take her hand, as if they both had everything 
they needed right here. 

“May you grow a love that fulfills you, a love that lasts Ever After ...” 

Agatha’s palm started to sweat. 

“Because you chose this love. You chose this ending to your story.” 

Her hand was dripping now, but Sophie didn’t let go. 

“And now this ending is yours eternally.” 

Agatha’s heart jackhammered. Her skin burned up. 

“And if no one has any objections, then this union is sealed forever—” 

Agatha pitched forward, sick to her stomach— 

“I now pronounce you—” 

Then she saw it. 

“Man and—” 

Her finger was glowing brilliant gold. 

She let out a cry of shock. Sophie turned in surprise— 


Something flew between them, throwing them both to the ground. 
Agatha wheeled to feel another arrow graze her throat before she lunged 
away. She could hear children crying, chairs falling, feet stumbling as the 
mob stampeded for cover, dozens of golden arrows whizzing past, gouging 
holes in the tent. Agatha spun for Sophie, but the tent tore off its stakes, 
toppled over the shrieking crowd, and swallowed her, until she couldn’t see 
anything but muffled shadows flailing behind the canvas. Breathless, 
Agatha crawled on all fours over a shattered altar, hands clawing through 
mud and trampled garlands as arrows landed ahead with shearing rips. Who 
was doing this? Who would destroy a weddin— 

Agatha froze. Now her finger was shining even brighter than before. 

It cant be. 

She heard a girl’s screams ahead. Screams she knew. Sweating, 
shivering, Agatha skimmed under overturned chairs, shoving the last fringe 
of tent off her, until she felt a blast of sunlight and scraped into the front 
garden, expecting carnage— 

But people were just standing there, silent, still, watching the skyfall of 
arrows from every direction. 

Arrows from the Woods. 

Agatha shielded herself in horror, then realized the arrows weren’t aimed 
at her. They weren’t aimed at any of the villagers. No matter where they 
came from out of the Woods, their shafts curved at the last second, tearing 
toward one and only one target. 

Sophie ran around her house, ducking and batting arrows away with her 
glass heels. 

“Agatha! Agatha, help!” 

But there was no time, for a shaft almost sliced off her head, and Sophie 
ran down a hill, fast as she could, arrows following her all the way. 


“Who would want me dead?” Sophie wailed to stained glass martyrs and 
statues of saints. 

Agatha sat beside her in the empty pews. It had been two weeks since 
Sophie started hiding in the church, the only place where the arrows didn’t 
pursue her. Again and again she tried to break out, but the arrows returned 
with vengeance, slashing from the Woods, followed by spears, axes, 


daggers, and darts. By the third day, it was clear there would be no escape. 
Whoever wanted to kill her would wait as long as it took. 

At first Sophie saw no reason to panic. The townspeople brought her 
food (taking heed of her “fatal allergies” to wheat, sugar, dairy, and red 
meat), Agatha brought her the herbs and roots she needed to make her 
creams, and Stefan brought assurances he wouldn’t rewed until his daughter 
was brought home safe. With the townsmen uselessly combing the forest 
for the assassins, the town scroll branded Sophie “the Brave Little Princess” 
for taking the burden of yet another curse, while the Elders ordered her 
statue be given a fresh coat of paint. Soon children clamored once more for 
autographs, the village anthem was amended to “Blessed Is Our Sophie,” 
and townsmen took turns keeping watch over the church. There was even 
talk of a permanent one-woman show in the theater once she was out of 
danger. 

“La Reine Sophie, an epic three-hour celebration of my achievements,” 
Sophie raptured, smelling the sympathy bouquets that filled the aisle. “A bit 
of cabaret to stir the blood, a circus intermezzo with wild lions and trapeze, 
and a rousing rendition of ‘I Am but a Simple Woman’ to close. Oh, 
Agatha, how I’ve longed to find my place in this stagnant, monotonous 
town! All I needed was a part big enough to hold me!” Suddenly she looked 
worried. “You don’t think they’ll stop trying to kill me, do you? This is the 
best thing that’s ever happened!” 

But then the attacks got worse. 

The first night, firebombs launched from the Woods and annihilated 
Belle’s house, leaving her whole family homeless. On the second night, 
boiling oil flooded from the trees, immolating an entire cottage lane. In 
smoldering ruins, the assassins left the same message, burnt into the 


GIVE US 
‚SOME 


By the next morning, when the Elders took to the square to calm rioting 
villagers, Stefan had already made it to the church. 


“It’s the only way the Elders and I can protect you,” he told his daughter, 
bearing a hammer and padlocks. 

Agatha wouldn’t leave, so he locked her in too. 

“I thought our story was over!” Sophie cried, listening to a mob of 
villagers outside chanting, “Send her back! Send her back!” She slumped in 
her seat. “Why don’t they want you? Why am / always the villain? And 
why am I always locked in?” 

Next to her, Agatha gazed at a marble saint in a frieze above the altar, 
lunging for an angel. He stretched his strong arm, torqued his chest, as if 
he’d follow the angel wherever it went ... 

“Aggie?” 

Agatha broke from her trance and turned. “You do have a way of making 
enemies.” 

“T tried to be Good!” Sophie said. “I tried to be just like you!” 

Agatha felt that sick feeling again. The one she’d been trying to keep 
down. 

“Aggie, do something 
things!” 

“Maybe I’m not as Good as you think,” Agatha murmured, and pulled 
away, pretending to polish her clump. In the silence, she could feel Sophie 
watching her. 

“Aggie.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Why did your finger glow?” 

Agatha’s muscles clenched. “What?” 

“T saw it,” said Sophie softly. “At the wedding.” 

Agatha threw her a glance. “Probably a trick of light. Magic doesn’t work 
here.” 

“Right.” 

Agatha held her breath. She could feel Sophie thinking. 

“But the teachers never relocked our fingers, did they?” her friend said. 
“And magic follows emotion. That’s what they told us.” 

Agatha shifted. “So?” 

“You didn’t look happy at the wedding,” Sophie said. “Are you sure 
something didn’t make you upset? Upset enough to do magic?” 

Agatha met her eyes. Sophie searched her face, seeing right through her. 


1? 


Sophie grabbed her arm. “You always fix 


“I know you, Agatha.” 

Agatha gripped the pew. 

“I know why you were sad.” 

“Sophie, I didn’t mean it!” Agatha blurted— 

“You were upset with my father,” said Sophie. “For all he put me 
through.” 

Agatha goggled at her. She recovered and nodded. “Right. Uh-huh. You 
got me.” 

“At first I thought you’d done the spell to stop his wedding. But that 
doesn’t make any sense now, does it?” Sophie said with a snort. “That 
would mean you sent the arrows for me.” 

Agatha croaked a laugh, trying not to look at her. 

“Just a trick of light,” Sophie sighed. “Like you said.” 

They sat in silence and listened to the chants. 

“Don’t worry about my father. He and Ill be fine,” Sophie said. “The 
witch won’t come back, Aggie. Not as long as we’re friends.” 

Her voice was more naked than Agatha had ever heard it. Agatha looked 
up, surprised. 

“You make me happy, Agatha,” said Sophie. “It just took me too long to 
see it.” 

Agatha tried to hold her gaze, but all she could see was the saint above 
the altar, hand lunging towards her, like a prince reaching for his princess. 

“You'll see. We’ll come up with a plan, like always,” Sophie said, 
reapplying pink lipstick between yawns. “But maybe a little beauty nap first 


As she curled up on the pew like a cat, pillow to her stomach, Agatha 
saw it was her friend’s favorite, stitched with a blond princess and her 
prince, embraced beneath the words “Ever After.” But Sophie had revised 
the prince with her sewing kit. Now he had boxy dark hair, goonish bug 
eyes ... and a black dress. 

Agatha watched her best friend fall into sleep a few breaths later, free 
from nightmares for the first time in weeks. 

As the chants outside the church grew louder—“Send her back! Send her 
back!”—Agatha stared at Sophie’s pillow, and her stomach wrenched with 
that sick feeling. 


The same feeling she felt looking at the storybook prince in her kitchen. 
The same feeling she felt watching a man and wife exchange vows. The 
same feeling she felt as she held Sophie’s hand, growing stronger, stronger, 
until her finger had glowed with a secret. A secret so terrible, so 
unforgivable, that she’d ruined a fairy tale. 

For in that single moment, watching the wedding she’d never have, 
Agatha had wished for something she never thought possible. 

She wished for a different ending to her story. 

An ending with someone else. 

That’s when the arrows came for Sophie. 

The arrows that wouldn’t stop, no matter how much she tried to take her 
wish back. 
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Breadcrumbs 


That night they flattened Radley’s house first, with a boulder lobbed over 
the trees, then the crooked clock tower, which tolled broken moans as 
screaming villagers fled through the square. Soon whole lanes went up in 
splinters as parents clung to their children in wells and ditches, watching 
rocks fly across the moon like meteors. When the blitz ended at four in the 
morning, only half the town remained. The trembling villagers looked out at 
the theater, illuminated in the distance, the lights on its red curtain 
rearranged: 
SOPHIE OR DIE. 
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While Sophie slept calmly through all this, Agatha sat trapped in the 
church, listening to the screams and thumps. Give them Sophie, and her 
best friend would die. Don’t give them Sophie, and her whole town would 
die. Shame burnt her throat. Somehow she’d reopened the gates between 
the worlds. But to who? Who wanted Sophie dead? 


There had to be a way to fix this. If she’d reopened the gates, surely she 
could close them! 

First she tried to make her finger glow again, focusing on her anger until 
her cheeks puffed—anger at the assassins, anger at herself, anger at her 
stupid, unlit finger that looked even paler than before. Then she tried doing 
spells anyway to repel the raiders, which went about as well as expected. 
She tried praying to stained glass saints, wishing on a star, rubbing every 
lamp in the church for a genie, and when it all failed miserably, she pried 
Sophie’s pink lipstick from her fist and scratched “TAKE ME INSTEAD” 
on the dawn-lit window. To her surprise, she got an answer. 

“NO,” flames spelled across the forest fringe. 

For a moment, through trees, Agatha saw a glint of red. Then it was 
gone. 

“WHO ARE YOU?” she wrote. 

“GIVE US SOPHIE,” the flames answered. 

“SHOW YOURSELF,” she demanded. 

“GIVE US SOPHIE.” 

“YOU CAN’T HAVE HER,” Agatha scrawled. 

A cannonball smashed through Sophie’s statue in reply. 

Sophie stirred behind her, mumbling about the connection between poor 
sleep and pimples. Banging around in the dark, she lit a candle that streaked 
the hemlock rafters with bronze glow. Then she did a few bumbling yoga 
moves, nibbled on an almond, rubbed her face with grapefruit seeds, trout 
scales, and cacao cream, and twirled to Agatha with a sleepy smile. 
“Morning, darling, what’s our plan?” 

But hunched in the windowsill, Agatha just stared out the broken glass, 
and then Sophie did too, at the leveled town, the homeless masses picking 
through rubble, and her severed statue head gaping at her from the church 
steps. Sophie’s smile slowly vanished. 

“There’s no plan, is there?” 

CRACK! 

The oak doors shivered as a hammer bashed away a padlock. 

CRACK! CRACK! 

“Assassins!” Sophie cried. 

Agatha leapt up in horror. “The church is hallowed ground!” 

Boards snapped; screws loosened and clinked to the floor. 


The girls backed against the altar. “Hide!” Agatha gasped, and Sophie ran 
around the lectern like a headless chicken— 

Something metal slipped into the door. 

“A key!” Agatha squeaked. “They have a key!” 

She heard the lock catch. Behind her, Sophie fluttered uselessly between 
curtains. 

“Hide now!” cried Agatha— 

The door crashed open, and she spun to the dark threshold. Through 
weak candlelight, a hunched black shadow slunk into the church. 

Agatha’s heart stopped. 

No ... 

The crooked shadow glided down the aisle, flickering in flamelight. 
Agatha dropped to her knees against the altar. Her heart was rattling so hard 
she couldn’t breathe. 

He's dead! Ripped to pieces by a white swan and thrown to the wind! His 
black swan feathers rained over a school far, far away! But now the School 
Master was creeping towards her, very much alive, and Agatha cowered 
against the lectern with a shriek— 

“The situation has become untenable,” said a voice. 

Not the School Master’s. 

Agatha peeked through fingers at the Elder with the longest beard, 
standing over her. 

“Sophie must be moved to safety,” said the younger Elder behind him, 
doffing his black top hat. 

“And she must be moved tonight,” said the youngest at the rear, stroking 
his meager beard. 

“Where?” a voice breathed. 

The Elders looked up to see Sophie in the marble frieze over the altar, 
pressed against a naked saint. 

“THAT’S where you hid?” barked Agatha. 

“Where will you take me?” Sophie asked the Eldest, trying in vain to 
extricate herself from the nude statue. 

“It’s been arranged,” he said, replacing his hat as he walked towards the 
door. “We’ll return this evening.” 

“But the attacks!” Agatha cried. “How will you stop them?” 

“Arranged,” said the middle, following the Eldest out. 


“Eight o’clock,” said the youngest, trailing behind him. “Only Sophie.” 

“How do you know she’ll be safe!” Agatha panicked— 

“All arranged,” the Eldest called, and locked the door behind him. 

The two girls stood in dumb silence before Sophie let out a squeal. 

“See? I told you!” She slid down the frieze and smushed Agatha in a hug. 
“Nothing can ruin our happy ending.” Humming with relief, she packed her 
creams and cucumbers in her pretty pink suitcase, for who knew how long 
it'd be before they’d let her friend visit with more. She glanced back at 
Agatha’s big dark eyes fixed out the window. 

“Don’t fret, Aggie. It’s all arranged.” 

But as Agatha watched the villagers sift through ruins, glowering 
bloodshot at the church, she remembered the last time her mother said the 
Elders “arranged” things ... and hoped this time they’d have better results. 


Before sunset, the Elders allowed Stefan to come, who Sophie hadn’t seen 
since he locked her in. He didn’t look the same. His beard was overgrown, 
his clothes filthy, his body sallow and malnourished. Two of his teeth were 
missing, and his left eye socket was bruised blue. With his daughter 
protected by the Elders, the villagers had clearly expelled their frustrations 
on him. 

Sophie forced a sympathetic look, but her heart twinged with glee. No 
matter how Good she tried to be, the witch inside still wanted her father to 
suffer. She looked over at Agatha, chewing on her nails in a corner, 
pretending not to listen. 

“Elders said it won’t be long,” Stefan said. “Once those cowards in the 
forest realize you’ve been hidden, sooner or later they”1l come looking. And 
Pll be ready.” He scratched at his blackened pores and noticed his daughter 
wincing. “I know Pm a sight.” 

“What you need is a good honeycream scrub,” Sophie said, digging 
through her bag of beauty products until she found its snakeskin pouch. But 
her father was just staring out at the demolished town, eyes wet. 

“Father?” 

“The village wants to give you up. But the Elders will do anything to 
protect you, even with Christmas coming. They’re better men than any of 
us,” he said softly. “No one in town will sell to me now. How we’re going 
to survive ...” He wiped his eyes. 


Sophie had never seen her father cry. “Well it’s not my fault,” she 
blurted. 

Stefan exhaled. “Sophie, all that matters is you get home safe.” 

Sophie fiddled with her pouch of honeycream. “Where are you staying?” 

“Another reason I’m unpopular,” her father said, rubbing his black eye. 
“Whoever’s after you blasted the other houses in our lane, but left ours 
alone. Our food store’s all gone, but Honora still finds a way to feed us 
every night.” 

Sophie gripped the pouch tighter. “Us?” 

“Boys moved to your room until all’s safe and we can finish the 
wedding.” 

Sophie spurted him with white gobs. Stefan smelled the honeycream and 
instantly started scrounging through her bag—‘“‘Anything here the boys can 
eat?” 

Agatha could see Sophie about to faint and stepped in. “Stefan, do you 
know where the Elders will hide her?” 

He shook his head. “But they assure me the villagers won't find her 
either,” he said, watching Sophie whisk her bag as far across the church 
from him as she could. Stefan waited until she was out of earshot. “It’s not 
just the assassins we have to keep her safe from,” he whispered. 

“But she can’t last long alone,” Agatha pressed him. 

Stefan looked through the window at the woods shutting Gavaldon in, 
dark and endless in the fading light. “What happened when you were out 
there, Agatha? Who wants my daughter dead?” 

Agatha still had no answer. “Suppose the plan doesn’t work?” she asked. 

“We have to trust the Elders,” Stefan said, averting his eyes. “They know 
what’s best.” 

Agatha saw pain cloud his face. “Stefan suffered worst of all.” That’s 
what her mother had said. 

“PII fix this somehow,” Agatha said, guilt squeezing her voice. “PI keep 
her safe. I promise.” 

Stefan leaned in and took her face into his hands. “And it’s a promise I 
need you to keep.” 

Agatha looked into his scared eyes. 

“Oh good grief.” 

They turned to see Sophie at the altar, bag clenched to her chest. 


“PI be home by the weekend,” she frowned. “And my bed better have 
clean sheets.” 


As eight o’clock approached, Sophie sat on the altar table, surrounded by 
dripping candles, listening to her stomach rumble. She’d let her father take 
the last of her butterless bran oat crackers for the boys, because Agatha had 
practically forced her. The boys would gag on them, surely. That made her 
feel better. 

Sophie sighed. The School Master was right. I am Evil. 

Yet for all his powers and sorcery, he hadn’t known there was a cure. A 
friend who made her Good. As long as she had Agatha, she’d never be that 
ugly, horrible witch again. 

When the church darkened, Agatha had resisted leaving her alone, but 
Stefan forced her. The Elders had been clear—“Only Sophie”—and now 
was not the time to disobey their orders. Not when they were about to save 
her life. 

Without Agatha there now, Sophie suddenly felt anxious. Was this how 
Agatha used to feel about her? Sophie had treated her so callously back 
then, lost in her princess fantasies. Now she couldn’t imagine a future 
without her. No matter how hard it was, she’d endure the days ahead in 
hiding—but only because she knew she’d have her friend at the end of it. 
Her friend who had become her real family. 

But then why had Agatha been acting so strange lately? 

The past month, Sophie had noticed a growing distance. Agatha didn’t 
laugh as much on their walks, was often cold to the touch, and seemed 
preoccupied with her thoughts. For the first time since they met, Sophie had 
started to feel she had more invested in this friendship. 

Then came the wedding. She had pretended not to notice Agatha’s hand, 
dripping, trembling in hers as if wanting to slip out. As if gripping a terrible 
secret. 

“Maybe I’m not as Good as you think.” 

Sophie’s pulse hammered in her ears. Agatha’s finger couldn’t have 
glowed that day. 

Could it? 

She thought of her mother, who too had beauty, wit, and charm ... who 
too had a friend she had long trusted ... only to be betrayed by her and die 


broken and alone. 

Sophie shook off the thought. Agatha had given up a prince for her. 
Almost given her life for her. Agatha had found them a happy ending 
against all odds. 

In the cold, dark church, Sophie’s heart skittered out of beat. 

So why would she ruin our fairy tale? 

Behind her, the church doors creaked open. Sophie turned with relief and 
saw the shadows waiting in their gray cloaks, black hats in hand. 

Only the Eldest was holding something else. 

Something sharper. 


The problem with living in a graveyard is the dead have no need for light. 
Besides the flittering torches over the gates, the cemetery was pitch-black at 
midnight, and anything beyond just an inky shadow. Peering through her 
window’s broken shutters, Agatha caught the sheen of white tents down the 
hill, pitched to house those left homeless by the attacks. Somewhere out 
there, the Elders were about to move Sophie to safety. All she could do was 
wait. 

“I should have hidden near the church,” she said, and licked a fresh 
scratch from Reaper, who still acted like she was a stranger. 

“You can’t disobey the Elders,” said her mother, sitting stiffly on her bed, 
eyes on a mantel clock with hands made of bones. “They’ve been civil 
since you stopped the kidnappings. Let’s keep it that way.” 

“Oh please,” Agatha scoffed. “What could three old men possibly do to 
me?” 

“What all men do in times of fear.” Callis’ eyes stayed on the clock. 
“Blame the witch.” 

“Mmhmm. Burn us at the stake too,” Agatha snorted, flopping onto her 
bed. 

Tension thickened the silence. She sat up and saw her mother’s strained 
face, still staring ahead. 

“Youre not serious, Mother.” 

Sweat beaded on Callis’ lip. “They needed a scapegoat when the 
kidnappings wouldn’t stop.” 

“They burnt women?” Agatha uttered in shock. 


“Unless we married. That’s what the storybooks taught them to do.” 

“But you never married—” Agatha countered. “How did you survive—” 

“Because I had someone stand up for me,” her mother said, watching the 
bones strike eight. “And he paid the price.” 

“My father? You said he was a rotten two-timer who died in a mill 
accident.” 

Callis didn’t answer, gazing ahead. 

A chill prickled up Agatha’s spine. She looked at her mother. “What did 
you mean when you said Stefan suffered worst of all? When the Elders 
arranged his marriage?” 

Callis’ eyes stayed on the clock. “The problem with Stefan is he trusts 
those he shouldn’t. He always believes people are Good.” The long bone 
ticked past eight. Her shoulders slumped with relief. “But no one is as Good 
as they seem, dear,” Callis said softly, turning to her daughter. “Surely you 
know that.” 

For the first time, Agatha saw her mother’s eyes. There were tears in 
them. 

“No—” Agatha gasped, a red rash searing her neck. 

“They’ ll say it was her choice,” Callis rasped. 

“You knew,” Agatha choked, lurching for the door. “You knew they 
weren’t moving her—” 

Her mother intercepted her. “They knew you’d bring her back! They 
promised to spare you if I kept you here until—” 

Agatha shoved her into the wall—her mother lunged for her and missed. 
“They'll kill you!” Callis screamed out the window, but darkness had 
swallowed her daughter up. 

Without a torch, Agatha stumbled and tripped down the hill, rolling 
through cold, wet grass until she barreled into a tent at the bottom. 
Mumbling frantic apology to a family who thought her a cannonball, she 
dashed for the church between homeless dozens stewing beetles and lizards 
over fires, wrapping their children in mangy blankets, bracing for the next 
attack that would never come. Tomorrow the Elders would mourn Sophie’s 
valiant “sacrifice,” her statue would be rebuilt, and the villagers would go 
on to a new Christmas, relieved of another curse ... 

With a cry, Agatha threw the oak doors open. 

The church was empty. Long, deep scratches ripped down the aisle. 


Sophie had dragged her glass slippers all the way. 

Agatha sank to her knees ın mud. 

Stefan. 

She had promised him. She had promised to keep his daughter safe. 

Agatha hunched over, face in her hands. This was her fault. This would 
always be her fault. She had everything she wanted. She had a friend, she 
had love, she had Sophie. And she had traded her for a wish. She was Evil. 
Worse than Evil. She was the one who deserved to die. 

“Please ... PI bring her home ...,” she heaved. “Please ... I promise ... 
Pll do anything ...” 

But there was nothing to do. Sophie was gone. Delivered to invisible 
killers as a ransom for peace. 

“I'm sorry ... I didn’t mean it ...” Agatha wept, spit dripping. How could 
she tell a father his daughter was dead? How could either of them live with 
her broken promise? Her sobs slowly receded, curdling to terror. She didn’t 
move for a long time. 

At last Agatha slumped up in a nauseous daze and staggered east towards 
Stefan’s house. Every step away from the church made her feel sicker. 
Limping down the dirt lane, she vaguely felt something sticky and wet on 
her legs. Without thinking, she wiped a gob off a knee with her finger and 
smelled it. 

Honeycream. 

Agatha froze, heart pounding. There was more cream on the ground 
ahead, spurted in a desperate trail towards the lake. Adrenaline blasted 
through her blood. 

Nibbling his toenails in his tent, Radley heard crackles behind him and 
turned just in time to see a shadow swipe his dagger and torch. 

“Assassin!” he squeaked— 

Agatha swung her head back to see men explode out of tents and chase 
her as she tracked the honeycream like breadcrumbs towards the lake. She 
ran faster, following the trail, but soon the globs turned smaller and smaller 
and then sprayed to specks in every direction. As Agatha hesitated, 
searching for another sign to guide her, the men reached the lake, racing 
east around the shore towards her. But there were three figures across the 
lake, hunting her from the west. In their torchlight, she saw the shadows of 
three long cloaks and beards— 


Elders. 

They’d kill her. 

Agatha spun, waving her torch in front of her, as both sides converged. 
Sophie, where are you— 

“Kill him!” she heard a man’s voice cry from the mob. 

Agatha swiveled in shock. She knew his voice. 

“Kill the assassin!” the man screamed again as his mob ran towards her. 

Panicked, Agatha stuttered forward, swinging the torch at the trees. 
Something heavy whizzed past her ear, another past her ribs— 

Then a sparkle flared ahead and she froze her flame on it. 

The empty honeycream pouch lay at the forest edge, snakeskin scales 
glinting. 

A hard, cold blow smashed into her back. Agatha buckled to her knees 
and saw a jagged rock on the ground beside her. She turned to see more 
men aiming stones at her head, less than fifty feet away from the east. 
Rushing in from the west, the Elders held up their torches, about to glimpse 
her face— 

Agatha hurled her torch in the lake, plunging her into pitch darkness. 

With confused cries, the men whisked torches wildly to find the assassin. 
They saw a shadow sprint past them for the trees. Like lions to a kill, they 
charged in a grunting, vengeful mob, chasing faster, faster, one breaking 
from the pack, and just as the man who screamed for blood caught the 
assassin by the neck, the shadow whirled to face him— 

Stefan gasped in shock, long enough for Agatha to press her lips to his 
ear. 

“T promise.” 

Then she was gone into the labyrinth, like a white rose into a grave. 
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Red Hoods Ride 


Agatha heard the men’s shouts recede with the light of their torches. 
Kneeling against a wet, crumbly tree trunk in darkness, she folded her 
shivering arms into her black dress. 

A few distant hoots and skitters muffled to silence. Agatha didn’t move, 
her spine throbbing where the rock hit her. All this time she had focused on 
rescuing her best friend and going back. Back to what? Murderous Elders? 
More assassin attacks? A village that wanted Sophie gone? 





She thought of innocent women burnt publicly in a square, not so long 
ago, and her stomach turned over. How can we ever go home? Their future 


in Gavaldon was just as dark as the Woods around her now. To go home, 
she couldn’t just rescue Sophie. She had to defeat these assassins—whoever 
they were—and stop their attacks once and for all. 

But she had no idea how to even begin looking for her friend. For 
hundreds of years, the villagers had stormed into the forest, seeking 1ts lost 
children—only to come out the other side, right where they started. Like all 
the missing children, she and Sophie had seen what lay beyond the forest: a 
dangerous world of Good and Evil that had no end. They had been the 
lucky ones to return, sealing the gates between reality and fantasy forever 
... or so she’d thought. One wish, and the gates had reopened. 

Wherever Sophie was, she was in terrible danger. 

Rising from a crouch, Agatha stepped into the Endless Woods, clumps 
crunching on dead leaves. Inching forward, she probed blindly with her 
hands, feeling splintered bark, cobwebbed branches ... Her head smacked 
into a tree and a shadow flung out, spewed something wet at her face, and 
vanished with a hiss. In response came a chorus of grunts and groans, all 
through the woods, like a sleeping enemy called to arms. Dazed, Agatha 
scraped the goo off her face and pulled Radley’s dagger from her pocket. 
Scuffling sounds came from beneath her feet. 

Through dead leaves, she saw pupils open and shut in the undergrowth, 
yellow and green, glinting in one place, reappearing in another. Agatha 
shrank against the tree, trying not to blink. Little by little, her eyes adjusted, 
just in time to see eight slinky shadows unfurl from the ground in a circle 
around her, like coiling trails of smoke. 

Snakes. 

Only they were thicker than snakes, black as ash, with flattened heads 
and needle-sharp barbs through every scale. They rose higher, higher 
around Agatha, angling towards her with long, overlapping hisses, opening 
their full-fanged jaws wide— 

All at once, they spat. 

Gobs of mucus pinned Agatha to the tree, and she dropped the dagger. 
She tried to wrench free, but sour film smacked into her mouth and eyes so 
all she could see was a ring of blurry, spiny silhouettes. They all aimed at 
different parts of her body, then curled their trunks around her, barbs 
piercing into her skin. Flailing silently, Agatha saw a last one, bigger than 
the rest, lower from a branch and loop its cold, black tail around her neck. 


As its barbs pricked her throat, she gasped for more breath, but the 
monster’s head was slithering up her face now. It pressed its fat nose against 
the film over her cheeks, glaring at her through thin, acid-green pupils ... 
and started to squeeze. Agatha choked and closed her eyes. 

She felt no hurt, only her soul searching for a memory ... She was sitting 
on a lakeshore, head on someone’s shoulder. Arm in arm, they held each 
other, sun drenching their skin, breaths quietly matched. Agatha listened to 
the silence of happiness, Ever After in a single moment ... Then sharp, 
stabbing pain flooded her body and she knew the end had come. Gripping 
the arm beside her, Agatha gazed into their lake’s reflection, needing to see 
her happy ending’s face, one last time— 

It wasn’t Sophie’s. 

Light speared the darkness. The snakes recoiled with screams and 
scudded back under dead leaves. 

Agatha opened her eyes. Dazed, she looked around for the source of 
light. Through the veil of goo, she saw it was her fingertip, burning gold for 
the first time since the wedding. She was at once relieved and sickened. 
Both times it had happened thinking of him. 

Magic follows emotion, Yuba had warned. She’d lost control of both. 

This time, however, her finger didn’t dim. Agatha held it up, confused. 
She focused on her need to get off this tree, and suddenly the glow pulsed 
brighter, as if waiting for instructions. Agatha’s heart pumped faster. She’d 
crossed into the fairy-tale world. Her magic was back. 

Bursting with pain and stuck to a tree, Agatha was hardly in shape to 
remember spells from school. But when her breaths settled, she managed a 
basic melt jinx, and the mucus rinsed away with the blood, leaving her 
black dress sticky and soaked. Still, she was alive somehow, and with a 
wretched groan, Agatha picked up Radley’s dagger and pried off the soggy 
bark. 

Finger aglow, she swept it like a torch through knotted trees, searching 
for a path, like Yuba had taught them. Like all the group leaders at the 
School for Good and Evil, the old gnome had used the Blue Forest, a lush, 
tranquil training ground meant to mimic the Endless Woods and prepare 
students for what they’d face. Agatha squeezed between two rotted tree 
trunks, trying to ignore the burning cuts all over her body. Now the Blue 
Forest seemed like the School Master’s cruel joke. 


Agatha wrenched between more webbed trees towards a gap in the 
thicket, hoping it’d be the path. She didn’t dare call Sophie’s name and 
signal the assassins she was on their trail. 

With each step, Agatha felt a growing sense of doom. She’d been in the 
Endless Woods twice before, but this time it was different. There was no 
school to save her. There was no Tedros. 

Her fingerglow pulsed brighter. 

Tedros of Camelot. 

Finally she said his name to herself, here, alone in the Woods. The last 
time she’d seen her prince was in the twilight of her and Sophie’s kiss, a 
kiss he thought would be his. As he watched her disappear into thin air, he 
reached for her, choking a scream— “Wait!” 

She’d had the choice to take his hand. She’d had the choice to stay as his 
princess. She felt it as her body glowed to light, trapped between worlds. 

But she chose Sophie, and then Agatha was gone. 

She was so sure she’d made the right choice. It was the only ending she 
ever wanted. But the more she tried to forget him, the more her prince 
came. In dreams, day and night ... his pained blue eyes ... his body lunging 
... his big, strong hand, reaching for hers ... 

Until one day she reached back. 

Just find Sophie, she gritted, remembering her promise to Stefan. All she 
wanted was Sophie home alive—charming, maniacal, ludicrous Sophie. 
She’d never doubt her happy ending again. 

As she waded through a mess of fallen branches towards the gap in the 
trees, Agatha held up her lit finger and saw it wasn’t a path at all. It was a 
vast cesspool of mud, rusted red, stretching east and west as far as she could 
see. She picked up a rock and lobbed it into the pool. The splash wasn’t 
shallow. 

Suddenly Agatha noticed two shadows down the bank, probing at the red 
mud with dark hooves: a horned stag with his female deer. After a few more 
testing prods, the stag seemed satisfied, and both slid into the mud side by 
side, swimming towards the distant bank. Relieved, Agatha rolled up her 
dress to follow them— 

Something snatched the female deer and Agatha stumbled back in shock. 
Three long, spiny white crocodile snouts rose from the mud, thin and 
rectangular, with enormous round nostrils and black shark teeth, tearing into 


the thrashing female. They pulled her under, ignoring the bigger male 
completely as he flailed whimpering to the far shore. 

Agatha didn’t try to cross. 

Tears in her eyes, she staggered back the way she came, sweeping her 
fingerglow across the maze of trees. Where was her friend? What had they 
done with her? Trying to stifle her sobs, she limped towards the forest edge, 
seeing nothing but the shadows of skeletal branches ... slivers of dark 
clouds ... a hot glow of pink ... 

She stopped her finger on it, pulsing like a beacon to bad behavior. 
Anyone else would have mistaken it for an animal’s eye. But Agatha knew. 

Only one animal on earth made a pink like that. 

She tore through trees, fighting her pain, following the pink glow fading 
weaker in the distance. As she neared, she began to see smears of blood on 
trees, like the trail of a wounded beast. She plowed through broken 
branches and ripped away vines, hair snaring on nettles, until she caught 
wisps of lavender perfume. Agatha jumped over a log, heart bursting from 
her chest, and charged into the small glade— 

“Sophie!” 

Sophie didn’t respond. Facing away, she was slumped on her knees 
behind a far tree, arms over her head. The second finger on her right hand 
pulsed her signature pink glow a few last times and dulled to pale. 

“Sophie?” Agatha said. Her own gold fingerglow went cold. 

Sophie still didn’t move. 

Agatha approached the tree, dread rising. She could hear her friend’s 
shallow breaths. Slowly Agatha reached out and touched bare shoulder 
through Sophie’s torn dress. 

There was blood on it. 

Agatha spun her around. Sophie’s hands were lashed to a branch with 
braided horse reins. There were shallow knife pricks ın each of her palms, 
from which the Elders had taken blood and smeared a scarlet message on 


TAKE ME 


Frantic, Agatha cut Sophie down with her knife, trying in vain to think of 
a spell to wash away the blood. She scrubbed at her friend’s skin with 
shaking palms. “I’m sorry—” she choked, severing the last rein. “T’ll get us 
home—I promise—” 

The instant she was free, Sophie covered Agatha’s mouth with ice-cold 
hands. Agatha followed her wide, bloodshot eyes ... 

There was something on all the trees ahead, flapping milky white in the 
darkness. Agatha held up her glowing finger. 

Parchment scrolls crackled in the wind like dead leaves, tacked to the 
trunks. Each one was the same. 
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The face on the posters was Sophie's. 

“That's impossible!” Agatha cried. “He's dea—” 

She froze. 

Between trees she caught glints of red. Something was coming. 

Agatha grabbed Sophie’s wrist and dragged her behind a trunk. Muffling 
Sophie’s moans with her hand, Agatha slowly peeked out. 

Through tangled branches, she saw men in red leather hoods, eyeholes 
cut away. They carried fire-tipped arrows, which lit up their sleeveless 


black leather uniforms and bare, muscular arms. She tried to count how 
many there were—10, 15, 20, 25 ... until she counted one whose violet 
eyes glared right at her. Grinning, he raised his bow. 

“Down!” Agatha yelped— 

The first arrow singed Sophie’s neck as both girls dove into dirt. Neither 
spoke as they floundered through snarls of black briars, dozens of flaming 
arrows barely missing them and igniting trees left and right. Hand in hand, 
the girls fled deeper into the Woods, looking for somewhere to hide, red 
hoods gaining, until they came to a break in the trees and finally glimpsed 
the forest path, serene in moonlight. Wheezing with relief, they ran for it 
and stopped short. 

The path forked into two. Both trails were thin and sooty, crooking away 
in opposite directions. Neither looked more hopeful than the other, but from 
reading storybooks, the girls knew. 

Only one was correct. 

“Which way?” Sophie rasped. 

Agatha could see just how weak and shaken her friend was. She had to 
get her to safety. Hearing the skimming of arrows again, Agatha swung her 
head between the paths, burning trees growing nearer ... nearer ... 

“Aggie, which way?” Sophie pressed. 

Agatha’s eyes darted uselessly back and forth, waiting for a sign— 

Sophie gasped. “Look!” 

Agatha swiveled to the east path. A glowing blue butterfly flapped in 
darkness, high above the trail. It beat its wings faster and nosed forward, as 
if urging them to follow. 

“Come on,” Sophie said, suddenly strong again, and surged forward. 

“We’re following a butterfly?” Agatha retorted as she chased Sophie past 
WANTED signs on trees ahead. 

“Don’t worry. It’s leading us out of here!” 

“How do you know?” 

“Hurry! We’ll lose it!” 

“You don’t know what I’ve been through—” Agatha heaved, puffing 
behind. 

“Let’s not play who’s had it worse, shall we!” 

The butterfly sped up as if nearing its destination and veered around a 
bend, wings brightening to blinding blue. Sophie grabbed Agatha by the 


wrist, dragged her faster around the curve— 

Into a dead end of fallen trees. 

The butterfly was gone. 

“No!” Sophie squeaked. “But I thought—I thought—” 

“It was a special butterfly?” 

Sophie shook her head, eyes welling, as if her friend couldn’t understand. 
Then, over Agatha’s shoulder, she saw a torch-lit shadow inch across the 
trees, then two more ... 

The hoods had found their path. 

“We had our happy ending—” Sophie backed against a trunk. “This is all 
my fault—” 

“No ..., Agatha said, looking down. “It’s mine.” 

Sophie’s heart clamped. It was the same feeling she had alone in the 
church, thinking about how her friend had changed. A feeling that told her 
none of the last month was an accident. 

“Agatha ... why is this all happening?” 

Agatha watched the shadows grow closer around the bend. Her eyes 
stung with tears. “Sophie ... I—I—I— made a—mistake—” 

“Aggie, slow down.” 

Agatha couldn’t look at her. “I opened it—I opened our fairy tale—” 

“I don’t understand—” 

“A w-w-wish!” Agatha stammered, reddening. “I made a wish—” 

Sophie shook her head. “A wish?” 

“T didn’t mean it—it happened so fast—” 

“A wish for what?” 

Agatha took a deep breath. She looked into her friend’s scared eyes. 

“Sophie, I wished I was with—” 

“Tickets,” a voice said. 

Both girls turned to see an alarmingly thin caterpillar with a top hat, 
curled mustache, and purple tuxedo poking out of a tree hollow. 

“Thank you for calling the Flowerground. No spitting, sneezing, singing, 
sniffling, swinging, swearing, slapping, sleeping, or urinating in the 
flowertrains. Violations will result in the removal of your clothes. Tickets?” 

Sophie and Agatha gaped at each other. Neither had the faintest idea how 
to call the Flowerground. 








“Look, mister,” Agatha pressured, glancing back at shadows nearing the 
dead-end turn, “we need to ride right now and we don’t have—” 

“Leave it to me,” Sophie whispered, and twirled. “Such a pleasure to see 
you again, conductor! Remember me? We met when you graciously 
escorted our class to the Garden of Good and Evil. And look at that lovely 
mustache! I just /ove a good mustache—” 

“No ticket, no ride,” the caterpillar crabbed, and withdrew. 

“But they’ll kill us!” Agatha cried, seeing red hoods turn into view— 

“Special circumstances can be presented in writing on Form Code 77 at 
the Flowerground Registry Office, open on alternate Mondays from 3:00 
p.m. until 3:30 p.m.—” 

Agatha grabbed him from the tree. “Let us in or I eat you.” 

The caterpillar bleached in her grip. “NEVERS!” he called. Vines shot 
out and sucked Agatha and Sophie into the hollow as arrows set the tree 
aflame. 

The two girls fell through a pit of swirling pastel colors until vines flung 
them over a snapping Venus flytrap into a tunnel of blinding-hot mist. 
Shielding their eyes, the girls felt their vines cinch around their chests like 
straitjackets and hook on to something above them. Both peeked through 
their hands to see that they were dangling in midair from a luminescent 
green tree trunk stenciled: 


ARBOREA LINE 


“The butterfly called the train somehow!” Sophie yelled from her tight 
harness as the track propelled them ahead. “See! The butterfly was trying to 
help us!” 

Coming out of the mist, Agatha gaped at the Flowerground for the first 
time, speechless. Before her was a spectacular underground transport 
system, big as half of Gavaldon, made entirely of plants. Color-coded tree 
trunks crisscrossed like rail tracks in a bottomless cavern, whisking 
passengers dangling from vine straps to their respective destinations in the 
Endless Woods. The conductor, perched in a glass-windowed compartment 
inside ARBOREA’s green trunk, grumpily called stops into a willow 
microphone as flowertrains flitted by: “Maidenvale!” “Avalon Towers!” 
“Runyon Lane!” “Ginnymill!” 


Whenever passengers heard their stop, they pulled hard on their vine 
strap; the strap fastened around their wrist, unfurled off their track, and 
ferried them high to one of many windwheel exits that churned them out of 
the Flowerground and up onto land. 

Agatha noticed their green line’s trunk was jam-packed with women in 
twittering conversation, some well dressed and cheerful, others oddly 
haglike and unattractive for Evers, while the red ROSALINDA LINE 
running perpendicular had only a few glum, scraggly-looking men. Under 
those two tree tracks, the yellow DAHLIA LINE buzzed with groups of 
beautiful and homely women, while its crisscrossing pink PEONY LINE 
had only three rumpled, dirty male dwarfs. Agatha didn’t remember the 
caterpillar saying anything about women and men sitting apart, but then 
again she couldn’t remember half his stupid rules. 

She was distracted by two parakeets, feathers the color of a rain forest, 
who fluttered up with glasses of celery-cucumber juice and pistachio 
muffins. On the illuminated tree trunk above her head, an orchestra of well- 
dressed lizards struck up a baroque waltz on violins and flutes, 
accompanied by a chorus of caroling green frogs. For the first time in 
weeks, Agatha managed a smile. She inhaled the sweet, nutty muffin in one 
bite and washed it down with the tart green juice. 

In the harness next to her, Sophie sniffed and poked at her muffin. 

“You going to eat that?” Agatha said. 

Sophie shoved it at her, mumbling something about butter and the devil’s 
work. “It’s easy to get home,” she said, watching Agatha scarf it. “All we 
have to do is ride this line in the opposite direct—” 

Agatha had stopped chewing. Slowly Sophie followed her friend’s eyes 
to her own punctured palms ... to the raw marks around her wrists left by 
the Elders’ reins ... to the scarlet letters faint on her chest ... 

“We can’t go home, can we?” Sophie breathed. 

“Even if we prove the Elders lied, the School Master will still hunt you,” 
said Agatha miserably. 

“He can’t be alive. We saw him die, Aggie.” Sophie looked up at her 
friend. “Didn’t we?” 

Agatha didn’t have an answer. 

“How did we lose it, Aggie?” Sophie said, looking so confused. “How 
did we lose our happy ending?” 


Agatha knew this was the time to finish what she’d started at the hollow. 
But gazing into Sophie’s big doe eyes, she couldn’t bear to break her heart. 
Somehow there had to be a way to fix this without her friend ever knowing 
what she’d wished for. Her wish was just a mistake. A mistake she’d never 
ever have to face. 

“There has to be a way to get our ending back,” Agatha said, determined. 
“We just need to seal the gates—” 

But Sophie was staring past her, head cocked. Agatha turned around. 

The Flowerground was empty behind them. All its passengers had 
disappeared. 

“Aggie ...,” Sophie wheezed, squinting into the distant mist— 

Agatha saw them now too. Red hoods swinging across the tracks, straight 
for their train. 

Both girls tore at their harnesses, but the vines yoked them tighter. 
Agatha tried to make her finger glow, but it wouldn’t light— 

“Aggie, they’re coming!” Sophie yelled, seeing the hoods leap onto the 
red line two tracks above. 

“Pull on your vine!” Agatha shouted, for that’s how she’d seen the others 
get off the ride. But no matter how hard she or Sophie tugged, the track just 
whisked them along. 

Agatha fumbled for Radley’s dagger and cut herself free, eyeing the red 
hoods getting closer. “Stay there!” she screamed at Sophie, measuring the 
distance to her friend’s vine. Dangling from her strap, Agatha winced at the 
giant flytraps snapping out of the bottomless pastel pit below. With a cry, 
she kicked and swung herself into the tunnel wind for her friend— 

Agatha’s hands missed the strap and she crashed into Sophie, grappling 
her like a tree. 

The green tree trunk turned bright orange and started flashing. 
“VIOLATION,” a crabby voice boomed over a speaker. “NO SWINGING. 
VIOLATION. NO SWINGING. VIOLATION—” 

A flock of green parakeets flew in and started pecking at Agatha’s dress, 
trying to pull it off. She dropped her knife. “What the—” 

“Get off her!” Sophie shrieked, slapping the birds away. 

“VIOLATION,” the crabby voice blared. “NO SLAPPING. 
VIOLATION. NO SLAPPING.” 


The lizards and frogs atop their track skittered down the green-flowered 
vines and started tugging at Sophie’s clothes. Aghast, Sophie smacked at 
them, sending lizards and flowers flying. Agatha inhaled the pollen and 
sneezed. 

“VIOLATION. NO SNEEZING. VIOLATION.” Birds, lizards, and frogs 
from other lines descended to denude both girls as punishment— 

“We need to get off!” Agatha cried. 

“I know! I only have two buttons left!” Sophie squealed, slapping the 
frog away. 

“No! We need to get off now!” 

Agatha pointed at the red hoods swinging onto their track— 

“Follow me!” she cried to Sophie, shaking off a rainbow of lizards, and 
swung to the next strap. She glanced back to see Sophie still grappling a 
canary on her collar. “Shoo! This is handmade!” 

“NOW!” Agatha roared— 

Sophie gasped and swung for the next vine. She missed and plunged 
screaming towards a gnashing flytrap. Agatha blanched in horror— 

Sophie belly flopped onto the blue HIBISCUS LINE below, running 
parallel at high speed. Hands and legs wrapped around the glowing trunk, 
she looked up at Agatha, who heaved with relief. 

“Aggie, watch out!” Sophie yelled— 

Agatha wheeled to a hood on her vine. He grabbed her throat. 

Hearing Agatha’s choked gurgles above her, Sophie tried to stand on her 
trunk, then saw a thorn tunnel ahead about to decapitate her and plastered 
down just as her train whooshed through. Suddenly she heard a twinkly 
sound and swerved her head down the tunnel to see the glowing blue 
butterfly, hovering in place above the track. 

“Help us!” Sophie begged— 

The butterfly beat its wings and whizzed forward. As her train came out 
of the tunnel, Sophie scooted down the tree trunk to follow it, shadows of 
the hood strangling Agatha darkening the track ahead. Frantic, Sophie tried 
to keep up with the butterfly, but two red hoods landed in front of her, bows 
and arrows in hand. Just as they aimed, she looked back with terror and saw 
the hood about to snap Agatha’s neck— 

The butterfly dove and yanked the vine under Sophie’s hand. In an 
instant, the vine snared Sophie’s wrist, ripped her off the track, and lassoed 


Agatha’s hand on the way up. The hoods whirled in shock, spewing their 
knives and arrows at them, but the vine coiled like a whip and launched 
both girls upwards into a blue windwheel of light. The rush of air sucked 
them towards the light portal in a storm of loose petals, pulling up, up, up — 

And into a lush field. 

Kneeling in a bed of tall red and yellow lilies, Agatha and Sophie heaved 
for breath, faces scratched, petals in hair, and dresses barely still on. Both 
looked down at the dirt-plugged hole they’d just spouted from, broiled with 
arrows from below. 

“Where are we?” Sophie said, searching for the blue butterfly. 

Agatha shook her head. “I don’t—” 

Then she saw a red lily and a yellow lily whispering to each other, giving 
her strange looks. 

She’d seen flowers talking about her once before, she thought. In a field 
just like this, until they’d tugged her by the wrist and yanked her up to ... 

Agatha lurched to her feet. 

The School for Good soared above them, shimmering in red-orange 
sunrise over the crystal-clear side of Halfway Bay. Its four glass towers, 
once divided between pink and blue, were now only blue, with flags 
bearing butterflies of the same color billowing from sharp minarets. 

“We’re back,” Sophie gasped. 

Agatha went white as snow. 

Back to the one place she’d tried to forget. Back to the one place that 
could ruin everything. 

Ahead, the closed doors to the Good castle lay atop a hill. Golden spiked 
gates barred the path up the Great Lawn, mirrored words arching over them: 


THE SCHOOL FOR GIRL 
EDUCATION AND ENLIGHTENMENT 


Agatha closed and reopened her bleary eyes, for she had seen wrong. 

It still said “GIRL.” 

“Huh?” 

Sophie stood up beside her. “That's strange.” 

“Well, ‘Good’ and ‘Girl’ aren’t so far apart,” Agatha said. “Maybe one of 
the nymphs got confused.” 


But then she saw what Sophie was looking at. At the halfway point 
across the bay, Good’s lake slimed into Evil’s moat. Only the moat wasn’t 
black, like it used to be. It was rusted red, the color of the cesspool in the 
Woods and guarded by the spiny white crocodiles she had seen eat the 
female deer—at least twenty of them, lurking in the sludge, black shark 
teeth glinting. 

Slowly Agatha looked up at the School for Evil looming above the moat. 
Three bloodred towers, jagged with spikes, flanked a smooth silver tower, 
twice as tall as the others. Atop the four towers, black flags crackled in the 
fog, emblazoned with scarlet snakes. 

“There used to be three Evil towers,” Sophie said, squinting. “Not four 

Voices rose across the bay and the two girls ducked into the lilies. 

Out of the Woods stormed men in black through Evil’s castle gates. 

They were wearing red leather hoods. 

“The School Master’s men!” Sophie cried as they faded into the fog. 

Agatha whitened. “But that means—” 

She whirled back to the bay. 

“It’s ... gone,” breathed Agatha, for the School Master’s sky-high silver 
tower, once guarding the halfway point between moat and lake, had simply 
... disappeared. 

“No, it’s not,” Sophie said, still eyeing the School for Evil. 

Now Agatha saw why there were four towers there instead of three. 

The School Master’s tower had moved to Evil. 

“He’s alive!” Agatha cried, gaping at his silver spire. “But how—” 

Sophie pointed. “Look!” 

In the tower’s single window, veiled by fog, a shadow stared down at 
them. All they could see of its face was a gleaming silver mask. 

“It’s him!” Sophie hissed. “He’s leading Evil!” 

“Agatha! Sophie!” 

The girls swiveled from the lilies to see Professor Dovey running from 
Good castle in her green high-necked gown. 

“Come quickly!” 

As the two girls hurried behind her through Good’s golden gates, Agatha 
glanced back at the School Master’s tower and the masked shadow in the 
window. All they had to do was kill him again, and her mistake would be 


hidden forever. They’d go home safe, her promise to Stefan kept, and 
Sophie would never know what she’d wished for. Looking up at that 
shadow lording over Evil, Agatha waited for her heart to rage with purpose, 
to propel her into battle ... but instead her heart did something else. 

It fluttered. 

The way a princess’s did in storybooks. 

When she saw her prince. 


The Other School 


As she and Sophie sprinted behind Professor Dovey into the mirrored 
corridor, Agatha tried to find her breath. Professor Dovey was a famous 
fairy godmother, who’d always looked out for her. She had to give them 
answers. 

“Who are those red hoods?” Agatha asked. 

“How did the School Master survive?” said Sophie. 

“Why are the Nevers on his side?” said Agatha. 

“Quiet!” Professor Dovey snapped, erasing their footsteps with her magic 
wand. “We don’t have much time!” 

“You don’t seem surprised to see us,” Agatha whispered, but her fairy 
godmother didn’t respond as she rushed them into Good’s deserted foyer, 
magically bolting doors behind them. 
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Only months ago, Sophie had eviscerated the hall in her witch’s revenge 
on Agatha and Tedros, blasting its stained glass windows, spiral staircases, 
and marble floors to shards. But now the two friends drew breaths at its 
redone facade. Where there used to be two pink staircases and two blue, all 
four stairwells were now the same royal blue as the castle. Lit by high 
stained glass windows, the staircases spiraled up to the dormitory towers, 


names tattooed on richly decorated balusters: HONOR, VALOR, PURITY, 
and CHARITY. Agatha had loathed the prissy princess pink of the Purity 
and Charity towers, but seeing them turned the same color as the prince 
towers gave her an unsettled feeling. 

Sophie nudged her, and Agatha turned to see her peering curiously at the 
Legends Obelisk in the center of the foyer, a soaring crystal column 
blanketed with portrait frames. Inside each of the frames was a painting of a 
past student, next to a storybook illustration of what the child became upon 
graduation. But looking up at the gold-framed Evers on top who became 
princesses and queens, the silver-framed ones in the middle who became 
helpers and sidekicks, and the bottom-rung lot who became cinder sweeps 
and servants, the two girls noticed something peculiar ... 

“Where are the boys?” Sophie said, for all their portraits had been 
removed. 

Agatha swung her head to the Honor staircase: the frieze of knights and 
kings had been replaced with a frieze of sword-brandishing, chain-mailed 
princesses. Sophie swiveled to the Valor staircase, once decorated with 
burly hunters and their trusty hounds—now huntresses in houndskins and 
decidedly female dogs. Both girls twirled to the lettered murals across the 
walls that once spelled E-V-E-R ... and now spelled G-I-R-L. 

“It is a School for Girls!” said Agatha, thunderstruck. “What happened to 
Good?” 

“We can’t fight the School Master without boys!” cried Sophie. 

“Shhhh!” Professor Dovey hissed, rushing them up the Valor staircase. 
“No one must know you’re here!” 

As the girls chased her elegant silver-haired bun through Valor’s princely 
blue arches and murals, they gawked at the once virile visions of princes 
destroying demons and saving helpless princesses, now flaunting different 
endings: Snow White smashing out of her glass coffin with her fists, Red 
Riding Hood slitting the wolf’s throat, Sleeping Beauty setting her spindle 
on fire ... The red-blooded princes, hunters, men who rescued them, who 
saved their lives ... gone. 

“Tt’s like Everboys never existed!” whispered Agatha. 

“Maybe the School Master killed them all!” whispered Sophie. 

She suddenly heard soft tinkling and twirled to see three glowing blue 
butterflies peeking from behind a wall. They caught her looking and with a 


high-pitched meep! ducked and disappeared. 

“What is it?” Agatha said, glancing back. 

“Hurry!” Professor Dovey scolded, and the two girls scampered to 
follow, stooping past the Laundry, where two seven-foot, floating nymphs 
scrubbed sudsy blue bodices, through the Supper Hall, where enchanted 
pots stewed saffron rice and lentil soup, and past the Valor Common Room 
to the rear stairwell. Exhausted and aching from their torments in the 
Woods, Sophie and Agatha tried to keep up, but Professor Dovey was sprier 
than she looked. 

“Where are we going?” Agatha panted. 

“To the only other person who can keep you alive,” her fairy godmother 
shot back, bustling up the stairs. 

Sophie and Agatha instantly ran faster, up five long flights to the lone 
white door on the sixth floor. 

“Professor Sader’s office?” Agatha puffed. “But he’s dead!” 

Professor Dovey ran her fingers over the raised blue dots on the former 
History teacher’s door. It swung open without a sound, and Sophie and 
Agatha scrambled in behind her. 

A thin woman stood at the window, long black braid dangling over the 
back of her pointy-shouldered purple gown. “Did anyone see you?” 

“No,” said Professor Dovey. 

Lady Lesso spun to Sophie and Agatha, violet eyes flashing. 

“Then it’s time they learned what they’ ve done.” 





“We did this?” Agatha blurted. 

“But we weren’t even here!” said Sophie, turning between the Dean of 
Evil at the window and the Dean of Good at Professor Sader’s old desk, 
overflowing with open books. 

Lady Lesso glowered at their dirt-smudged faces. “In this world, actions 
have consequences. Endings have consequences.” 

“But our fairy tale ended happily!” Sophie said. 

Professor Dovey let out a groan. 

“Why don’t you tell us how it ended?” Lady Lesso sneered, blue veins 
throbbing. 

“We killed the School Master and solved his riddle!” Sophie said. 

“That’s how Sophie and I went home!” said Agatha. 


“Clarissa, show them how it really ends,” Lady Lesso growled. 

Professor Dovey flung a book across the desk. It was heavy and thick, 
bound with brown sheepskin and spattered with mud. Agatha opened to the 
first soggy page. Black calligraphy, slightly smeared, spilled across fresh 
parchment. 


fhe fate of Sophic &-fyitha 


Sophie turned the page to a richly colored painting of her and Agatha, 
standing before the School Master. 

Once upon a time, the script below read, there were two girls. 

Agatha remembered the line. The Storian had written it to start their fairy 
tale when they broke into the School Master’s tower. Flipping the book’s 
pages, Agatha saw her and Sophie’s story unfold in a brilliant sweep of 
paintings: Sophie trying to win Tedros’ kiss ... Agatha saving Tedros’ life 
in a brutal attack ... Agatha and Tedros falling in love ... Sophie 
transforming into a vengeful witch ... the School Master stabbing Sophie 
... Agatha reviving her with love’s kiss ... and then the very last page ... a 
dazzling vision of Tedros desperately reaching for Agatha as she and 
Sophie disappeared, three words beneath to close their story ... 

They were gone. 

Agatha felt tears rise, soaking in all the pain and love she and Sophie had 
shared to get home. 

“It's the perfect fairy tale,” Sophie said, meeting Agatha’s eyes with a 
choked-up smile. 

They turned to the teachers, who looked deathly grim. “It’s not over,” 
said Lady Lesso. 

The girls peered down at the book, confused. Their grimy hands lifted the 
last page, and they saw there was something on the other side. 

A painting of Tedros, back turned, walking into dark fog, all alone. 


And Sophie and Agatha lived happy ever after, for girls dont need 
princes for love to call ... 
No, they dont need princes in their fairy tales at all. 


“This one’s from Maidenvale. But you can find it anywhere, really. 
They’re even telling it in Netherwood.” 

Sophie and Agatha raised their heads to Professor Dovey, frowning over 
the messy desk. 

“It’s the only story anyone wants to hear.” 

Now the girls saw that all the open books weren’t there by accident. Each 
book on the desk was spread to its last page. Some were in oil paints, some 
in watercolor, some in charcoal and ink; some were in a language the girls 
knew, others in scripts they didn’t. But all ended their version of The Tale of 
Sophie and Agatha the same way: Tedros alone and unneeded, slumping 
into darkness. 

“Goodness, all this gloom because we’re popular?” Sophie said. “You 
can’t be surprised. Snow White and Cinderella are sweet and all. But who 
wants them when they can have me?” 

She turned to Agatha for support, but her friend was staring out the 
window. “Aggie?” 

Agatha didn’t answer. Slowly she approached the window, and Lady 
Lesso stepped aside without a word. At Sader’s desk, Professor Dovey held 
her breath. 

From the steep window, Agatha looked down at the Blue Forest, the 
enchanted training ground for Good and Evil, sprawled in an array of hues 
behind the school. It was as it always was, quiet and thriving despite the 
autumn chill, neatly fenced in by spiked golden gates. 

The sounds were coming from beyond the gates. 

At first she thought they were dead leaves, swathing the Endless Forest in 
tawny brown and orange beneath stripped, crooked trees. Then she looked 
closer and saw they were men. 

Thousands of them were crammed against the Blue Forest gates in a 
filthy homeless camp, hunched around fires like miserable peasants. She 
couldn’t see faces, but she glimpsed scraggly beards and blackened cheeks, 
mottled breeches and bony legs, ripped coats and sashes with gleaming ... 

Crests. 

These weren’t peasants. They were— 

“Princes,” Sophie gasped, looking out beside her. 

“It's her!” a voice screamed from the crowd. Heads swung to the tower 
window. 


“Tt’s the witch!” 

All at once, a savage mob rushed the Forest gates— 

“Death to Sophie!” 

“Kill her!” 

“Kill the witch!” 

The men fired arrows and catapulted stones at the tower, but the weapons 
instantly vanished into an enchanted shield, bubbly and violet tinged, that 
appeared over the school gates. As the crowd roared and swung pickets, 
mounted with the same WANTED signs the girls had seen in the woods, an 
intrepid prince leapt onto the spiked gates. The gold metal magically sizzled 
and he let go in shock, impaling on spikes below. Sophie spun in horror— 

“How can those be princes?” she cried. 

“How can those be princes?” Lady Lesso mimicked. “Those princes are 
there because of you.” 

Agatha and Sophie gaped at each other. “We don’t understand—” Agatha 
spluttered. 

Professor Dovey ground her teeth. The only time Agatha had seen her 
fairy godmother this furious was when she had disobeyed a teacher her first 
year and almost burned down the castle. 

“Think, Agatha. Once upon a time, you believed yourself an ugly witch. 
But instead, your destiny was to become a princess. To find Ever After with 
the most coveted prince in our land. It would have been Good’s greatest 
victory! A restoration of all the values we’d lost! Kill the School Master, 
send your Evil friend home safe—and stay here with Tedros forever, as his 
future queen. All you had to do was take his hand before you disappeared. 
That would have been the correct fairy tale. But instead ...” 

She looked daggers at Sophie. “You chose her.” 

“And rightly so,” Sophie riposted. “If you knew Agatha at all, you*d 
know she could never give me up for a boy.” She whirled to her friend, 
knowing this time Agatha would defend her. But again, Agatha didn’t. She 
just gulped hard and stared at her muddy clumps. 

“What happened after we left?” Agatha said. 

“The Eviction.” 

The girls turned to Lady Lesso, who shuddered at the memory. 

“After your kiss, students tried to return to their schools, but the Evil 
towers ejected the Nevergirls. Sixty girls flung through windows into the 


bay—from stairs, classrooms, beds, toilets, common rooms ... They tried to 
go back, but the Evil gates barred their entry. All the Nevergirls fled to 
Good for sanctuary, and the Evergirls welcomed them, inspired by your 
happy ending.” 

“As soon as they arrived, the Good towers evicted the Everboys just as 
rudely,” Professor Dovey went on. “The moment the boys were all gone, 
the castle magically changed to what it is now—their portraits removed, 
murals repainted, friezes recarved, as if mirroring your tale. The School for 
Good had become the School for Girls.” 

And indeed, the glittering crests over her and Lady Lesso’s hearts, once 
silver swans, were now sparkling blue butterflies. Agatha shook her head, 
confused. 

“But those aren’t Everboys from school!” She pointed out the window. 
“Those are real princes!” 

“What happened here happened everywhere in the Endless Woods,” 
Professor Dovey said gravely. “As your story spread like a plague and 
princesses imagined a world without princes, the men were magically 
ejected from their castles and left homeless. They appealed to witches to 
break the curse, but they too had heard The Tale of Sophie and Agatha. 
Stirred by the power of your bond, witches joined forces with princesses 
and took control of the kingdoms.” 

“Witches and princesses are friends?” Sophie said in disbelief. 

“No one thought it possible until your fairy tale,” said Professor Dovey. 
“And now it is men and women who are enemies.” 

Agatha thought back to the Flowerground—the twittering women in 
groups, some pretty and cheerful, some homely and queer ... the few 
scraggly, lonely males ... 

“But we don’t want the princes homeless!” Agatha cried. “We don’t want 
them to be enemies!” 

“We certainly don’t want them to smell,” murmured Sophie. 

“You made princes irrelevant,” Lady Lesso retorted. “You made them 
impotent. You made them obsolete. And now you’ve made them turn to a 
new leader for revenge.” 

The girls followed her eyes to the sea of WANTED signs hoisted outside 
the gates, demanding Sophie’s head at the orders of this leader. 

“The School Master!” Sophie broke in. “We saw him—” 


“Did you now?” Lady Lesso sneered. 

“He’s in the Evil castle! We have to kill him!” Sophie swiveled to 
Agatha. “Tell her!” 

Agatha ignored the fluttering in her stomach. “But he couldnt have 
lived,” she said, almost to herself. She looked up. “You were there too, 
professors. All of us saw him die.” 

“Indeed,” said Professor Dovey. “But that doesn’t mean he isn’t 
replaced.” 

“Replaced? ” the girls blurted. 

“Naturally Lady Lesso and I believed ourselves the best candidates,” 
Professor Dovey said, smoothing her gown’s beetle wings. “Homeless and 
hated, the princes needed leaders they could trust. We assured them The 
Tale of Sophie and Agatha was closed forever. Under our protection, the 
Storian would restore boys and girls to balance, as it does Good and Evil. 
But just as we tried to bridge this peace between boys and girls ...” Her 
face dimmed. “Something odd happened.” 

She thrust out the last page of their fairy tale and waited for the girls to 
say something. 

“They drew Tedros taller than he is,” Sophie suggested. 

“Isn’t something missing?” the Dean moaned. 

Agatha remembered the storybook under her bed ... the wedded princess 
and prince ... 

“<The End,” she said. “Why doesn’t it say ‘The End’?” 

Professor Dovey glared at her and slowly lifted the book to the light. 
Beneath the last line of their fairy tale, the two girls could see faded ink 
spelling those very two words ... 

Before they had been erased. 

“What happened?” Sophie breathed. 

“It seems your book has reopened,” Professor Dovey said, guiding their 
eyes to all the other versions of their story splayed across the desk. ‘The 
End’ had disappeared off each of them too. 

Sophie rifled through the pile. “But how can we lose a happy ending!” 

“Because one of you wished for a different one,” Lady Lesso lashed, not 
looking at her. “One of you wanted a new Ever After. And now, one of you 
has put our school on the brink of war.” 


“That’s ludicrous,” Sophie huffed. “I know I wanted to be a princess— 
but I can’t, can I? I saw what this place did to me and have no desire to 
spend more time in it, even if Gavaldon smells like horse bottom and has no 
endurable men. So if I didn’t make the wish, then surely it’s a mista—” 

But now she saw who Lady Lesso was staring at, and her cheeks lost all 
blood. 

Sophie slowly turned to her friend, shadowed in the corner. “Aggie, at the 
hollow, you said ... you said you made a ... That's not what you meant, 
right?” 

Agatha couldn’t look at her. 

Sophie’s hands were trembling. “Aggie, tell me it’s not what you meant.” 

Agatha tried to find words—something to redeem herself— 

“All of this ...,” Sophie gasped. “Everything that happened ... is because 
of you?” 

Agatha burned scarlet. She spun to Lady Lesso. “How do I fix it? How 
do I get Sophie home safe?” 

The Evil teacher let the question dangle while she inspected her sharp red 
nails. 

“It’s simple,” she said finally, lifting her eyes. “You must wish to end 
with each other, at the same time. Wish for each other and only each other, 
and the Storian will write ‘The End’ once more.” 

“And we’ll leave the Woods?” Agatha pressed. 

“Never to be hunted again—as long as your wish is true.” 

Agatha let out a rush of air. “We can fix it.” She turned to Sophie. “We 
can get our ending back! The village won’t hurt us!” 

Sophie backed away. “What ending did you want?” 

“Don’t do this,” Agatha said. 

“What else could you possibly want?” Sophie demanded. 

“It was a mistake, Sophie—” 

“Answer me.” 

“Sophie, please—” 

Sophie locked her gaze. “What did you wish for?” 

“We can fix this now,” Agatha begged. 

“Im afraid you can’t.” 

Both girls turned. 


“The Storian must write “The End’ to seal your wish,” said Professor 
Dovey. “And at the moment, it is unable.” 

“What do you mean?” Agatha flushed angrily. “Where is it?” 

“Where it always is,” said Lady Lesso, scowling back. “With the School 
Master.” 

“Huh?” Agatha said. “But you said he was replace—” 

The flutter in her heart. 

The face she couldn’t see. 

Agatha slowly looked up. 

“Who doesnt want your ending sealed?” Lady Lesso purred. “Who 
wants a new ending to your fairy tale?” 

She held up their story’s last page ... a boy walking into fog all alone ... 

“Who heard his princess’s wish?” 

Agatha whirled to the window. Lightning exploded over the School 
Master’s tower across the bay with a whip crack of thunder, and she saw the 
silver-masked shadow in its flash— 

Golden hair, a body of muscle, a glinting sword sheathed ... 

The sky went dark, and he was gone. 

Agatha felt faint. All the attacks ... all the destruction ... 

“Him,” Sophie whispered, crumpling against the wall. “You wished for 

.. him.” 

Agatha searched for something to say, but one look at Sophie, curled up 
in a grubby pink heap, and she knew. There was nothing to say. 

“How?” Agatha whispered. “How could he hear it?” 

“Because you wanted him to,” Lady Lesso slashed, prowling towards 
Agatha. “From the day you left, Tedros believed one day you’d call for him. 
From the day you left, he and his boys hunted your village, trying to cross 
into Woods Beyond—until your wish finally opened the gates.” 

Agatha paled, watching Lady Lesso circle her. “But your prince has to 
make sure his princess chooses him this time. He needs insurance you won’t 
repeat your mistakes. So Tedros stole the Storian from under our noses, 
knowing the School Master’s tower follows the pen wherever it goes. Now 
he’ll stop the Storian from writing “The End’ to your tale—until he has his 
new ending.” 

Agatha’s stomach went cold. “What’s the new ending?” she rasped. 

Lady Lesso stared through her. “Killing Sophie.” 


Sophie slowly lifted her eyes, red and raw. 

“Tedros believes killing Sophie will fix your fairy tale as it should have 
been,” said Professor Dovey. “The witch dies. The princess free to her 
prince. Your ending rewritten, just like Agatha wished.” 

Agatha couldn’t breathe under Sophie’s scorching stare. 

“Why don’t you save Tedros the trouble?” Sophie hissed. “Kull this witch 
yourself.” 

“That would solve everything,” sighed Professor Dovey. 

Both girls turned. 

“Oh dear,” said their teacher. “Did I say that out loud?” 

“She’ll die soon enough,” Lady Lesso snarled. “Tedros counted on 
Sophie coming here for protection. Now he and his army will come to kill 
her.” 

“Army?” Agatha blanched. “He has an army?” 

“You’ve forgotten about his school,” said Lady Lesso. 

Agatha swung her head to the window. Through the sheets of rain, she 
could see the red hoods skulking around Evil’s towers, in black leather 
uniforms crested with scarlet snakes and shiny black boots. Slowly she 
lowered her eyes to the gate on the castle shores, rusted iron words arched 
over it: 


THE SCHOOL FOR BOY 
VENGEANCE AND RESTITUTION 


“One wish has so many consequences, doesn’t it?” Lady Lesso said, 
leering at Agatha. “Tedros has promised whoever kills Sophie half his 
father’s treasure as a reward. Needless to say, both the Ever- and Neverboys 
took up the challenge.” 

“As did all those princes outside,” Professor Dovey said, watching the 
filthy masses swarming the gates. “Tedros knows he can’t attack us with 
just his school. Our teachers wouldn’t give up Sophie without a fight.” 

“So he’s using the princes to force our hand,” Lady Lesso groused. “I 
cast a shield around the perimeter of both schools to keep them out. But if 
the princes get through, Tedros will have enough men to storm our castle 
and kill Sophie.” 


Agatha stared out at the red fortress, still numb. “The Storian’s in a boys 
school?” 

“Either free it and get Sophie home alive ... or kiss Tedros before he kills 
her.” Professor Dovey met Agatha’s shocked eyes. “Kiss your prince and 
mean it, and you’ll stay here with him Ever After. Sophie will be gone from 
your story forever ... and vanish home alone.” 

“Home alone?” Sophie gasped as if she’d been shot. “Gavaldon alone? 
While she gets ... him?” 

“These are the only two endings that can prevent war,” Professor Dovey 
said. 

The only sound in the room was the echo of murderous princes. 

Sophie gave Agatha a horrible look and curled back into her ball. 

Tedros, Agatha gritted. How could she wish for a boy who’d take love 
this far? How could she wish for a boy who’d kill her best friend? Her old 
witchy self would never have let this happen. 

“Third option,” she said, storming to the door. “Tell Tedros he’s a 
delusional ass.” 

“No.” 

Agatha turned. 

“You wished for him,” Sophie spat, blotched with rage. “And you want 
me to trust you two alone?” 

Agatha cowered. Sophie looked even more a witch than she did in the 
graveyard. 

“I won’t intervene in your lovers’ quarrel, but I suggest Agatha make her 
choice soon,” Lady Lesso snapped. “Once Tedros breaks the princes 
through my shield, all our lives will be in danger.” 

“We’ll hide you and Sophie in the Blue Forest until you have a plan,” 
Professor Dovey said to Agatha, pulling out a ring of keys. “None of the 
girls can know you’ve come.” 

Agatha looked up, dazed. “Why not?” 

“Because unlike your two teachers, they think this is the best thing that’s 
ever happened,” said a honey-smooth voice. 

The two professors and two girls turned to see a tall, ravishing woman 
push through the door, milky smooth and full-bosomed in a teacher’s 
electric-blue dress decorated with a pattern of butterflies. She had a 


waterfall of chestnut hair to her midback, forest-green eyes under thick dark 
brows, a luscious pink mouth, and a gap between her two shiny front teeth. 

“My brother’s office?” she said, biting her bee-stung lips. “I wasn’t 
aware it was where we held secret meetings.” 

“It’s the only place we can’t be overheard,” Lady Lesso returned, her 
voice oddly tentative. 

“Well I do believe I should have been alerted to our honored guests,” the 
woman said breathily, turning to Sophie and Agatha. “After all, they are the 
reason this magnificent school exists.” 

The two girls gawped at her. 

“We’ve been meticulously preparing for your arrival,” said the stranger, 
knitting her arched brows. “And we nearly may have missed it.” She 
flashed a glare at the two teachers. 

Agatha shook her head. “But how did you know we were com—” 

“Goodness, you two look frightful,” the woman said, magically restoring 
their faces and dresses with her finger. Only Sophie’s dress magically lost 
its pink color too and drained blank white. 

Sophie grabbed her hem. “What happened to my—” 

“Come, girls.” The woman sashayed for the door. ““We’ve put your books 
and schedules in your room.” 

“Schedules!” Professor Dovey launched to her feet. “You’re not thinking 
of them going to class, Evelyn!” 

The woman twirled. “As long as they are at my school, they will attend 
class and abide by the rules. Which includes staying in their school at all 
times. Surely you don’t object to the rules?” 

Sophie and Agatha waited for the professors to indeed object, but Dovey 
and Lesso were curiously quiet, eyes on a pair of blue butterflies that had 
settled on the tips of their noses. 

“I see our former deans neglected to inform you about the most important 
change at your new school,” the stranger said, smiling at the two girls. 
“Evelyn Sader. Dean of the School for Girls. Sorry for the hurry. I don’t 
want to keep everyone waiting. Follow me, please.” 

As she turned and swept through the door, Sophie saw the two butterflies 
land on her matching dress and vanish magically into its pattern. She let out 
a breath of surprise. “Keep who waiting?” 





As more butterflies fell into her dress, the beautiful woman didn’t look 
back. 

“Your army, she said, as if she’d just listened to their entire 
conversation. 


Her Name Is Yara 


“An army dedicated to producing stories just like yours,” said Dean Sader, 
clacking through the sun-washed breezeway from Valor to Honor in her 
blue-glass heels. “Your tale was just a taste of what princesses and witches 
can do together. Here you will lead an entire school!” 

“A school—” Agatha choked, chasing her down the Honor stairs. “We 
need to go home!” 

“You see, the former deans and I have a difference of opinion,” said Dean 
Sader as butterflies flew in from every direction and vanished into her 
dress. “They think you must leave our world to find your happy ending 
together. And I think you must stay.” 





“But the boys are going to kill me!” Sophie said, bumping Agatha hard 
as she passed. 

“Mmmm, let’s say you do break into a castle full of bloodthirsty males,” 
the Dean said, sweeping her buxom behind through the foyer. “Let’s say 
you free the Storian against all odds.” She stopped outside the frosted doors 
of the Gallery of Good. “The wish won’t work unless you mean it.” 

She gazed at Sophie. “How can you wish for Agatha if you know she 
wants her prince?” 

The Dean turned to Agatha. “How can you wish for Sophie if you fear 
the witch inside?” 

She leaned in so close the girls could smell her flawless honeycream 
skin. 

“How can you wish for someone you do not trust?” 

Sophie’s and Agatha’s eyes met dartingly, hoping the other would argue. 
Neither did. 

“Your friendship must be fixed before you can go home. And here you 
will fix what is broken,” Dean Sader said, a last butterfly fluttering into her 
dress. “Fairy tales have trained us to believe a beautiful bond like yours 
cannot last. Why? Because a boy must come between you. A boy so 
threatened by your story that he’s willing to kill to destroy it. But at my 
school, we teach you the truth.” She opened the door to pitch darkness. 

“That a girl without a boy is the greatest happy ending of all.” 

Her finger magically lit a torch, and the flame roared red to a burst of 
drums. Agatha and Sophie leapt back— 

Twenty rows of girls stood frozen, heads bowed, each wearing a white 
veil, royal-blue harem pants, and a light blue bodice stitched with a 
butterfly crest over the heart. There were more than 100 of them, stretching 
through the exhibits of the museum, past its open rear doors, and into the 
vast ballroom of Good Hall. Faces obscured, they stood eerily still, arms 
raised with hands to opposite elbows as if summoning genies. Hovering 
above them, just beneath the ceiling, two more veiled girls on magic carpets 
beat snare drums faster and faster. 

At the front of this parade was a lone girl without anyone else in her row. 
Her veil was blue instead of white, her hair ginger red, and the pallid skin 
on her thin arms dotted with strawberry freckles. Slowly she raised her arms 


The drums stopped. 

With an untamed screech, the girl blew a blast of fire that singed the 
magic carpets and sent Agatha and Sophie quailing from flames. As the 
drums beat once more, the girl whipped into a whirling belly dance, 
punctuating each move with a wild whistle or trill. 

“One look at her, and Tedros will forget all about his wish maker,” said 
Sophie coldly. 

“Sophie, I’m sorry.” Agatha shifted closer to her friend. “I really am.” 

Sophie shifted away. 

“T’d never lose you for a boy,” Agatha prodded. But eyeing the dancing 
girl, she suddenly felt a twinge of jealousy ... Had Tedros seen her? 

She crushed the thought. Tedros wanted to kill her best friend and she 
was still thinking of him? He s the enemy, you idiot! 

Stefan’s face haunted her, begging her to return Sophie home safe. Where 
was the Agatha who’d do anything to protect her best friend? The one who 
had control over her feelings? The one who was Good? 

By now, the rows behind started to echo the leader’s dance, flowing with 
crisp hand movements. Then, with a sudden flourish, the girls all turned to 
each other and danced in pairs. Hands brushed and clasped as they touched 
backs before lifting arms and switching places, never losing the touch of 
their palms. In their glinting blue harem pants and white veils, they looked 
like swaying sea anemones. Despite the storm in her heart, Sophie managed 
a smile. She had never seen something so beautiful. Then again, she’d never 
seen girls dance without boys. 

Agatha didn’t like Sophie’s expression. “Sophie, I need to talk to 
Tedros.” 

“No.” 

“I said I’m sorry. You have to let me fix 1t—” 

“No.” 

“The fool thinks I want you killed!” Agatha said, smacking away a blue 
butterfly on her shoulder. “I’m the only one who can make him see reason.” 

“A prince who thinks he’s School Master, bet half his fortune on my 
head, and you think he’ll see reason,” Sophie said, letting the butterfly 
perch on her. “I’m surprised Good ever wins if it’s this naive.” 

Agatha glanced at the Dean’s back to them. She couldn’t possibly 
eavesdrop with the drums pounding and the dancing girl hooting like a 


hyena, but Agatha had the strange feeling she could hear everything. 

“Sophie, I lost myself for a moment,” she whispered. “It was a mistake.” 

Sophie watched the lead girl spew another jet of fire. “Maybe the Dean is 
right,” she said, not whispering at all. “Maybe I should stay here.” 

“What? We don’t even know where she came from, let alone how she’s 
Dean! You saw the look on Professor Dovey’s face. You can’t trust her—” 

“Right now, I trust her more than I trust you.” 

Agatha could have sworn she saw the Dean grin. “You’re not safe here, 
Sophie! Tedros will come for you!” 

“Let him. That's what you want, isn’t it?” 

“I want you home alive!” Agatha begged. “I want us to forget ever 
coming to the School for Good and Evil! I don’t want Tedros!” 

Sophie whirled, snarling. “Then why did you wish for him?” 

Agatha froze. 

“Let the gifts begin!” the Dean decreed. 

“Gifts!” Sophie spun from Agatha, beaming. “At last, some good news.” 
She sidled up to the Dean as the veiled girls fanned to the walls like a 
clamshell opening, leaving a wide aisle down the middle. 

Agatha followed warily, remembering what this world had once done to 
her and her best friend. The longer they stayed here, the longer they were in 
danger. She had to get Sophie home now. 

Moving into the sunlight of a small window, she noticed the museum 
exhibits had changed. Evidence of boys’ achievements had all been stripped 
and replaced with relics from her and Sophie’s fairy tale: Agatha’s Evergirl 
uniform, Sophie’s Lunchtime Lectures sign, Agatha’s note to Sophie during 
the Trial by Tale, the slashed lock of hair from Sophie’s Doom Room 
punishment, and dozens of others, each enshrined in a blue-tinted glass 
case. On the main wall, the Ever After mural, which once celebrated the 
marriage of prince and princess, was now covered with a navy canvas, 
embroidered with butterflies. Indeed, the only holdover was Professor 
Sader’s old nook of paintings off the far corner. As a seer who could 
glimpse the future, the former History teacher had once drawn paintings of 
every Reader who had come from Gavaldon to the School for Good and 
Evil. Whenever Agatha needed answers, she always drifted back to these 
paintings, finding new clues. All she wanted was to study them again now, 


but there were two veiled girls marching towards her down the aisle, 
carrying an enormous purple vase. 

“From Maidenvale,” said Dean Sader, honeyed voice now deep and 
commanding. “An urn from Princess Riselda, who like hundreds of others 
heard your story and realized she’d be happier without her prince. She had 
his throne burned and offers the ashes to you.” 

The girls held up the urn to Sophie and Agatha, who peered at its carving 
of a prince magically ejected out a castle window to crocodiles below. 

“We don’t want it,” Agatha crabbed. 

“Shall we put it in my room?” smiled Sophie, turning to the Dean. 

“Room?” Agatha blurted. “Sophie, you’re not staying—” 

But now two girls were marching down the aisle with oriental, bamboo 
drapes. 

“From Pifflepaff Hills,” the Dean boomed. “A hand-painted tree curtain 
from Princess Sayuri, who read your tale and realized that without princes, 
princesses and witches are happier.” 

Its exquisitely painted bamboo reeds depicted a princess and witch 
embracing in one panel, while in the other, a prince who looked a lot like 
Tedros was flogged to a pulp by a beast. 

“This is horrible,” Agatha snapped. 

“Hang them by my bed,” Sophie chimed to the two veiled girls. “What's 
next?” 

The Dean pointed a gold-lacquered nail down the aisle. “From 
Netherwood, a tapestry of homeless princes ...” 

“I wish Professor Dovey and Lady Lesso could appreciate someone as 
chic as you,” Sophie fawned to the Dean, as the procession of prince- 
abusing gifts continued, including prince voodoo dolls, looted prince 
swords, and a carpet made out of prince hair. “Do classes start today?” 

The Dean grinned as she glided away. “Including mine.” 

“You’re not serious,” Agatha hissed to Sophie. “Now you want to go to 
class?” 

“Let’s hope they renovated those rooms made of candy.” Sophie hand 
combed her hair, readying for the day. “I’m allergic to the smell.” 

“Sophie, there is a bounty on your head—” 

“And lastly, a gift from me,” declared Dean Sader, standing in front of 
the covered Ever After mural. “Students, your old school taught you 


balance was about vanquishing Good or Evil. But how can there be balance 
between Evers and Nevers until there 1s balance between Boys and Girls? It 
is no mistake our Readers have returned to join our school, for their fairy 
tale remains unfinished.” 

She looked right at the two girls. “And the battle for its ending just 
begun.” 

She let the canvas fall. Agatha and Sophie drew breaths. 

The words EVER AFTER, giant and glimmering, still peeked from 
painted clouds at the top of the mural in gold block letters. Everything else 
had been redone. 

Now the scene depicted two sprawling blue-glass castles around a lake, 
as girls in azure uniforms gathered on tower balconies, basked on the 
lakeshores, and strolled the gated grounds. Some of these girls were 
beautiful, some were ugly, but they worked, lived, and idled together 
without division, as if witches and princesses were always meant to be 
friends. 

There were boys in the painting too, if one could call them that. With 
black peasant rags and ogrishly distorted faces, they scooped manure, raked 
a blue forest behind the castle, and built up the towers ın miserable chain 
gangs before retreating to filthy prison slums at the fringes of the gates. 
Female overseers drove them like chattel and the boys put up no fight, 
slaves resigned to eternal servitude. Agatha’s eyes rose to the top of the 
painting, where haloed in sun two women with crystal diadems surveyed 
their kingdom from the highest balcony ... 

“It’s us,” Sophie gasped. 

“It's ... this school,” scowled Agatha. 

“Your true Ever After,” the Dean said, stepping between them. “Captains 
of these hallowed halls, leading girls to a princeless future.” 

Agatha grimaced at the vision of Everboys and Neverboys hated and 
enslaved. “This school isn t our ending,” she said, turning to Sophie. “Tell 
her we have to leave!” 

But Sophie was gazing at the painting, eyes wide. “How do we make it 
come true?” 

Agatha stiffened. 

“How all heroes win their happy ending, dear,” the Dean said, touching 
both their shoulders. “By facing the enemy.” She grinned out the window at 


Tedros’ tower. “And s/aying him.” 

Agatha and Sophie locked eyes in surprise. 

“My cherished students!” The Dean swept her hand over the crowd. 
“Welcome our Readers back to school!” 

With a roar, the mob tore off their veils and rushed the two girls. 

“You’re home!” gushed Reena, embracing Agatha with freckly Millicent, 
while green-skinned Mona and one-eyed Arachne smooshed Sophie into a 
hug— 

“Didn’t know we were friends—” Sophie croaked, suffocated— 

“We’re on your side against Tedros,” Arachne cheered, Millicent on her 
arm as if Evers and Nevers were suddenly bosom buddies. “All of us!” 

“You’re our heroes,” Reena said to Agatha, who noticed the Arabian 
princess looked a bit bigger in the bottom. “You and Sophie taught us the 
truth about boys!” 

Agatha fumbled for words before a shrieking blur bear-hugged her and 
Sophie. “My roommates!” Beatrix yipped. “Aren’t you excited? The Dean 
put you both with me!” 

Neither Sophie nor Agatha had time to process this cataclysm, because 
they were goggling at something more alarming— “Your hair!” Sophie 
cried. 

“No boys means no need to look like stupid princesses,” Beatrix said, 
rubbing her shaved head proudly. “Think about how much time I wasted 
last year on Tedros and Balls and beautifying all day. And for what? Now I 
read, I study, I learned to speak Elf ... I finally know what's going on in our 
world!” 

“But what about Beautification?” Sophie fretted. 

“That’s long gone. There is no beauty or ugliness at the School for 
Girls!” said Reena, who, Sophie saw with horror, wasn’t wearing a shred of 
makeup. “We wear pants, we don’t do our nails ... we even eat cheese!” 

Sophie gagged and looked for the Dean, but butterflies were trailing her 
out of the gallery. “But surely some lipstick is allowed—” 

“You can do whatever you want!” Arachne said, showing off a smatter of 
hideous blush on both cheeks. “Nevers can groom, Evers don’t have to. It’s 
all your choice!” 

Millicent leaned in with a grin. “I haven’t washed my hair for a month.” 


Sophie and Agatha both recoiled, only for the latter to be tackled by a 
yelping heap— 
gave Sophie a phony smile. “And you too.” Then Kiko hugged Agatha 
again, her brown, almond-shaped eyes tearing up. “You don’t know how 
much I prayed for you to come back! It’s like heaven here! Wait until you 
take History—the Dean teaches it and we go into the stories—and there’s 
dance lessons and a school newspaper and a book club and we put on a play 
instead of a Ball and we can sleep in each other’s rooms and—” 

Kiko couldn’t finish because there were flocks of girls besieging Sophie 
and Agatha now, each girl acting as if she was their best friend too. 

Agatha tried to fend off her horde and lunged to Sophie across the 
masses. “We have to get out of here right no—” She tripped and landed 
face-first. “Will you sign my storybook?” Giselle asked, black hair sheared 
into a blue mohawk. Agatha crawled back like a crab into more clamoring 
fans. 

As girls thrust books, cards, body parts for Sophie to sign, Beatrix forced 
the girls into a receiving line and let them pay tribute one by one. Sophie 
could hardly tell who was from Good and who from Evil anymore, since 
more of the Evergirls had hacked their hair and let their figures go, while a 
large number of Nevergirls were experimenting with makeup and diets. 

Meanwhile, Agatha finally extricated herself from her gaggle. But just as 
she grabbed Sophie’s arm to end this idiocy, she froze still. 

The dancing girl shuffled towards them in her sky-blue veil. Gangly as an 
egret, she didn’t so much walk as tiptoe, the heels of her white slippers 
never touching the ground. She pattered down the aisle, past gaping girls, 
until she stopped sharply in front of the two Readers. The girl raised her 
head of flowing, red hair and lifted the veil from her face. 

Sophie and Agatha were both very confused. 

She didn’t look like any girl they’d ever seen, and yet she seemed almost 
familiar. She had a long, pointy nose, a strong jaw, and close-set blue eyes. 
Her neck was strangely long, and her cropped blouse revealed perfect 
stomach muscles that rippled beneath her pale, freckled skin. The girl 
smiled ethereally, looked into their eyes, and unleashed a low squawk that 
made Sophie and Agatha jump. Then she blew them a kiss, replaced her 
veil, and shuffled out of the hall. 


All the girls watched her in dumb silence until the mob started pushing 
towards Sophie and Agatha again and Beatrix blew her whistle. 

“What was that?” Agatha said to Kiko as she crankily signed an 
autograph. 

“Her name is Yara,” Kiko whispered. “No one knows how she got in! 
Doesn’t speak, doesn’t eat, far as we can tell, and disappears all the time. 
Probably has nowhere to live, poor thing. But the Dean lets her stay out of 
the goodness of her heart. Some people think she’s half stymph.” 

Agatha frowned, thinking of the bony, carnivorous birds that hated 
Nevers. “How can someone be half stym—” 

She lost her train of thought, because Sophie had culled the girls all to 
herself, smiling imperiously, signing autographs, and kissing cheeks, as if 
she’d finally found her way home. 

“Can I help you fight boys?” Arachne hollered. 

“Can I be your Vice Captain?” yelled Giselle. 

“Can I be your Vice-Vice Captain?” echoed Flavia. 

“Sit with my group for lunch!” Millicent called. 

“No, sit with us!” Mona countered— 

“How glorious it is to have fans again,” Sophie said, ignoring Agatha’s 
horrified look and dotting an autograph with hearts. “Here I am trying to get 
home where no one wants me, and instead stumble upon paradise, where 
everyone does.” 

“If you’re miserable with Beatrix, don’t worry,” Kiko said, noticing 
Agatha’s glum face. “You can always stay with me.” 

Agatha turned to her, and Kiko suddenly understood. “You aren’t staying, 
are you?” Kiko rasped. 

The crowd went silent around her. 

“Now tell me about this school play,” Sophie said loudly to Reena. 
“Have you cast the lead par—” 

She stopped, for all the students had followed Agatha’s gaze out the 
window. Across the bay, fog brewed thicker around the grisly red castle. 

“If we stay, we’re starting war,” Agatha said to the girls. “All of you 
would be in danger.” 

She turned to Sophie. “You heard the professors. We can fix what I’ve 
done without anyone dying. Not you. Not Tedros. Not anyone here. We 
wish for each other, and we can forget this school ever happened.” She 


touched her friend’s shoulder. “It’s Evil if we stay, Sophie. And you’re not 
Evil.” 

Sophie slowly gazed up at a sea of blameless girls, who would no doubt 
die at the hands of Tedros and his red hoods. Only Agatha had forgotten the 
Dean’s warning. They could go home as long as both of them meant their 
wish. But Sophie knew Agatha couldn’t mean a wish for her friend. Agatha 
couldn’t forget this school. 

Because a friend wasn’t enough for Agatha anymore. 

Agatha wanted a prince. 

“We’ll hide in the Blue Forest and come up with a plan,” Agatha said to 
her quietly, anxious to escape before the Dean returned. “Maybe we can 
mogrify into the Boys’ school.” 

Crestfallen, Sophie said nothing— 

Until she met her own eyes in the painting on the wall. 

Atop the castle ın her crystal crown, she looked just like someone she 
knew, with the same goldspun blond hair, emerald eyes, and ivory skin. 
Someone who too had lost her happy ending to a boy. Someone who had 
died all alone because of it. 

“You are too beautiful for this world, Sophie.’ 

It was the last thing her mother had ever said. 

She wanted me to find it, Sophie thought, this world where she wouldn’t 
end like her mother. 

A world where she and Agatha would be happy forever. 

A world where a boy could never come between them. 

A world without princes. 

And only one prince stood in her way, Sophie gritted, tears glistening. 

A prince that Agatha would surely forget once he was dead. 

“Tt isn’t Evil, Aggie,” Sophie vowed. “This school is our only hope.” 

Agatha tightened. “Sophie, what are you—” 

“He says he wants me?” Sophie bellowed to her waiting army. She bared 
teeth at Tedros’ castle. 

“Then let him come for me.” 

The girls let out a raucous cheer and mobbed their new leader. 

“Death to Tedros!” 

“Death to Boys!” 
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Agatha drained of color as Sophie met her eyes and vanished into the 
swarm. 

One wish, and she’d set a war in motion. A war between two sides 
fighting for her heart. A war between two people she loved. A war between 
her best friend and a prince. 

Agatha’s soul scorched with guilt, a promise to a father gone up in 
flames. 

I need help, she prayed, watching Sophie blow kisses to her soldiers. 
Someone who could see through all this. Someone to tell her who was 
Good this time and who was Evil. 

As she retreated from the horde, she noticed an odd glint from the corner, 
hovering near the floor in Sader’s dark nook of paintings. Slowly two tiny 
yellow eyes floated towards her, like suspended marbles. Two more 
suddenly glowed next to them, then two more, as hunched shadows pattered 
from behind a marble column. 

The three black rats glowered at Agatha as if she’d said the magic words. 
Then they skittered through the back doors to lead her to their master. 


The Witches Brew a Plan 


“So let me get this straight,” Hester glared, straddling a gilded sink next to 
Anadil, both in their saggy black Nevers’ tunics. “Tedros wants to kill 
Sophie. Sophie wants to kill Tedros. And unless you find an ending with 
one of them now, everyone in this school dies.” 

Agatha nodded weakly, leaning against one of Honor Tower’s ivory 
bathroom stalls, fitted with a sapphire toilet and tub. She never thought 
she’d be so happy to see two witches in her life. Unlike the rest of the girls, 
neither of them had changed. Hester’s red-and-black-streaked hair was 
greasier than ever, and the buckhorned red demon tattoo around her neck 
back to full color after a failed spell had weakened it the year before. 
Anadil, meanwhile, looked even paler than she did before, if that was 
possible for an albino with ghostly white skin and hair. Straddling the sink 
next to Hester, she dangled a live lizard to her three black rats that looked 
just like the ones slain in last year’s Good-Evil war. 





“A prince and a witch, willing to kill each other for you,” she rasped in 
her scratchy voice. “If it was me, Pd feel flattered.” She watched the 
rodents disembowel the lizard and lifted her hooded red eyes. “Thankfully I 
don’t have feelings.” 

“Questionable. Who replaces dead pets with ones exactly alike?” Hester 
murmured. 

Look, I’m hungry, dirty, haven’t slept, and an army of boys is trying to 
kill my best friend,” Agatha said, voice cracking with stress. “I just want us 
to go home alive.” 

“And yet you wished for Tedros,” Hester said in her usual sharp sneer. 
“Which seems to suggest you don’t want to go home at all.” 

Agatha didn’t say anything for a moment. “Listen, just tell me what to do 
so no one gets hurt.” 

“As if we’re fairy godmothers, Ani,” Hester snorted, blowing smoke 
rings off her glowing red fingertip. 

Anadil graffitied a skull in the sink with her glowing green finger. “Only 
not as ancient or menial.” 

“Please,” Agatha begged. “You’re witches. You have to know another 
way to take back a wish—” 


“So earnest!” Hester whirled and carved a box around Agatha’s face in 
the mirror with her lit finger. “Just look at that helpless, lost little soul. Still 
wearing black and searching for the o/d Agatha ... the Agatha who threw 
headless birds, farted in Evergirls’ faces, and loved her precious Sophie 
more than life.” Hester met Agatha’s reflected eyes and grinned. “But she’s 
gone, princess.” 

“That’s not true,” Agatha retorted, but Reaper’s scratches seared her hand 
as if they were fresh. 

“To think we once wanted you in our coven,” Anadil said. “And now 
here you are, afraid of hurting your best friend over a boy.” 

“Nice to see you two haven’t changed,” Agatha muttered, trundling for 
the door. “Reminds me why we weren’t friends.” 

“In the end, only one can make you happy,” Hester purred behind her. 
“The question is, who?” 

Agatha turned to see the witches slide off their sinks and circle her like 
sharks. 

“Sophie or Tedros?” Hester mulled. 

“Tedros or Sophie?” Anadil stewed. 

The two witches leaned against the sinks side by side. “This requires 
plenty of thought,” said Hester, peering at Anadil. Their heads whipped 
back to Agatha. 

“TEDROS,” they chorused. 

Agatha’s heart skipped and she squelched it in shock. “But that’s wrong! 
I don’t want a prince!” 

Hester slid off the sink in one move. “Listen to me, you bug-eyed tramp. 
Unless you kiss Tedros, the schools stay the way they are,” she hissed, 
suddenly looking like the dangerous witch Agatha knew. “Kiss him, and 
everything is fixed. Prince with his Princess, Witch gone forever. Evers 
over here, Nevers over there. The School for Good and Evil back in time 
for me to be third-year Captain.” 

Agatha crossed her arms. “I see. Pm worried about my best friend’s life, 
and you’re worried about school.” 

“Do you know what you’ve done to this place, you waffling wench?” 
Hester snarled, black eyes storming. “Do you know what you’ve put us 
through?” 


She flung a wad of crumpled parchment from her pocket. Agatha 
unwrinkled a schedule, barely readable under all the graffiti. 
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Agatha gaped at it. “But—these are about—” 

“Girls, you stupid idiot! Everything at this school is about being a girl!” 
Hester screeched. “Do you know how hard I’ve tried to prove I’m more 
than a girl and now I have to live in a castle full of them! You can’t have a 
school without boys! Even we know that, and we’d rather kill ourselves 
than touch one!” 

“We did dance with them at Evil’s Ball,” Anadil corrected— 

“Shut up,” Hester boomed, spinning back to Agatha. “No one likes boys! 
Even girls who like boys can’t stand boys! They smell, they talk too much, 
they mess up everything, and they always have their hands in their pants, 
but that doesn’t mean we can go to school without them! It’s like stymphs 


without bones! It’s like witches without warts! Without boys, LIFE HAS 
NO POINT!” 


Echoes shivered the mirror. 

Agatha held up the schedule. “Um, and the teachers are okay with this?” 

“Why do you think they weren’t at your Welcoming?” Hester grouched, 
settling a bit. “They’re as happy about this as we are. But they have no 
choice. Resist, and they’ Il suffer the same fate as Princess Uma.” 

Agatha saw the Animal Communication teacher wasn’t on the schedule. 
“Where is she?” 

“The Dean changed her class to Animal Hunting, since girls have to be 
self-sufficient and can’t depend on boys for food. Part of the Five Rules,” 
Anadil puffed, turning the sink faucet on to terrorize her rats. “Uma refused 
to teach the class, of course, on the grounds she wasn’t going to kill animals 
she’d spent her whole life befriending.” She stroked her quivering wet rats 
and looked up. “The next morning, a staircase evicted her into the Woods.” 

“She’s probably better off,” Agatha said, slightly relieved that she 
wouldn’t have to learn more owl hoots and dog calls from the prissy pink 
princess. Then she saw Anadil still glaring at her. 

“Do you remember what’s in the Woods?” 

Agatha’s chest clamped. Princes. Vengeful, bloodthirsty princes. 

“Why didn’t the Dean rescue her?” Agatha croaked. “They’ll kill her—” 

“You think that’s bad?” Hester barked, blood engorging again. “Do you 
know how much Nevers hate bathrooms? Do you know how much our bile 
boils just being near one, let alone hiding in one with sapphire toilets? 
That’s how much we don’t want to go to the classes here.” 

She glowered so hatefully Agatha swallowed her defense of Uma’s fate 
as the worse. 

“You want Sophie to stay alive? You want to avoid war between boys 
and girls? You want your happy ending?” Hester’s eyes burned into Agatha. 
“Kiss Tedros.” 

Agatha could feel her heart rebelling from its clamps. The correct ending, 
Professor Dovey had said. 

Agatha’s cheeks splotched red. Betray her best friend? Abandon Sophie 
forever? After all they’d been through? 

“I can't,” she rasped, and slumped against the stall door. A cough 
suddenly came from behind it. 

Hester bared sharp teeth. “What.” 

“Can I come out now?” peeped a familiar voice. 


“You’ll stay in there until you admit you’re a traitor who no one likes and 
who is better off stabbing her own throat than ever showing her face again,” 
Hester lashed. 

Silence. 

“Agatha, can I come out?” 

Agatha sighed. “Hello, Dot.” 

The stall door slowly opened, and an Evergirl she’d never seen, with a 
slender waist and auburn curls, crept through first. Agatha gave her a 
baffled look and peeked in the stall for Dot. 

The stall was empty. 

Agatha slowly turned back to the stranger. “But you’re—you’re—” 

“Hungry all the time,” Dot said, and pulled her into a long hug before 
Agatha drew away and gaped at her. Dot was thirty pounds lighter, with a 
light sheen of makeup, red lipstick, and sparkled mascara. Her hair, brown 
with blond highlights, was tightly curled and clipped with glittery yellow 
barrettes. She’d even rolled up her uniform’s light blue bodice so it showed 
off her taut belly. 

“You're not going to get rid of this school, are you?” Dot fretted, nibbling 
on what looked like a clump of dried kale. 

“Here we go,” Anadil moaned. 

“Daddy always told me I’d end up a fat, lonely villain like him,” said 
Dot, eyes wet. “But this place lets me be who I want to be, Agatha. I feel 
good here for the first time in my life. And these two make me feel so bad 
for it. They made so much fun of me for being fat, and now they insult me 
for being thin.” 

“So you might as well die,” said Hester. 

“You’re just jealous because I have new friends,” Dot snapped. 

The tattooed demon peeled off Hester’s neck, inflated to life, and hurled 
a lightning bolt at Dot’s head. Dot dove into a bathtub and the bolt blasted a 
hole in the marble wall. A tiny girl on her bed, reading Why Men Dont 
Matter, gawped through the hole and fled her room. 

Grumbling, Hester summoned her demon back into her neck. Dot peeked 
at Agatha from the tub, now snacking on what looked like a star-shaped 
carrot. “She’s mad because everyone else likes the Dean.” 

“I like that she can’t make us wear that buffoonery,” Hester said, 
scowling at Dot’s blue bodice. “Professor Sheeks secretly taught us a charm 


that made us erupt in contagious boils any time we put on the uniform. 
After two days of screaming girls, the Dean gave up.” 

“How could she just take over?” Agatha said, bewildered. 

“You have to remember how bad things were between boys and girls 
when you left,” said Hester. “The most eligible prince in school lost his 
princess to a bald, toothless witch. Boys suddenly saw girls as the enemy— 
and girls saw the boys as bullies. When the schools changed to Boys and 
Girls, it already felt as divided as Good and Evil. The Dean just made 
things worse.” 

“But where did she come from?” asked Agatha. “She says she’s Sader’s 
sister—” 

“All we know is, the night the schools changed to Boys and Girls, 
Professor Dovey couldn’t get back into her office,” said Anadil. “She and 
Lesso tried to get it open for hours, and when they finally did ... Dean 
Sader was sitting at the desk.” 

“But how’d she get in?” Agatha said, frowning. “And why don’t they 
fight her?” 

“For one thing, the male teachers tried,” said Anadil. “And they haven’t 
been seen since.” 

Agatha stared at her. 

“As long as Dovey and Lesso had the Storian, we had a chance at peace,” 
Hester pressed. “But now you kissing Tedros is the only hope. Because 
there is no way to fight the Dean.” 

She glared into Agatha’s eyes. 

“The castle’s on her side.” 


As Sophie followed the Dean through the blue breezeway from Honor 
Tower to Valor Tower, girls kept popping up in their path, saluting Sophie 
like a ship captain. 

“Death to the prince!” a pimply girl squeaked. 

“Long live Sophie and Agatha!” chimed an elfish Evergirl. 

Sophie forced a fraught smile as she tried to keep up with Dean Sader 
through the glass tunnel over the lake. As she walked, the Dean squinted 
out at distant princes clamoring outside the school gates, testing Lady 
Lesso’s shield with rocks and sticks. Her thick red mouth pursed slightly 
and she walked faster, hips swishing in a dress that seemed so much tighter 


than all the other teachers’. Hustling behind, Sophie peered at the Dean’s 
reflection in the breezeway. She’d never seen anyone so beautiful—even 
her own mother. Proportions exactly out of a storybook, rose-petal lips, hair 
so lustrous and full, as ifthe Dean had been drawn to a page and brought to 
life. What did she use on her skin? Even thistleroot cant get pores that 
small, Sophie thought, comparing them in the polished glass to her own— 

Her bald, toothless reflection snarled back at her, covered in warts. 

Sophie choked with terror and closed her eyes. No ... I’m Good ... I’m 
Good now ... 

She opened her eyes to see her creamy smooth face once more. 

“Sophie?” 

Heart racing, Sophie turned to see the Dean frowning at the end of the 
breezeway. Quickly, Sophie hastened to keep up, legs quavering, as more 
girls passed and saluted her. 

“Death to Tedros!” 

“Death to the prince!” 

“Um, when you said slay Tedros,” Sophie fumbled anxiously, “you didn’t 
mean /—/—/'d slay him ... or that I’d be involved in anything ... Evil—” 

“Given your past history, I thought you’d be looking forward to it,” the 
Dean mused. 

Sophie wiped sweat. “It’s just, um ... I know I have a rather fearsome 
reputation ... But I’ve changed, you see ...” 

“Have you?” The Dean gave her a pointed look. “In the gallery, you 
seemed quite ready to lead a war.” 

“Well, one must project the carriage of leadership,” Sophie said, dripping 
sweat now. “But in truth, my witch days are long past, so perhaps it’s best if 
someone currently Evil kills Tedros—might I suggest Hester or Anadil, 
both rather loathsome villains—” 

“The boy who wants to steal your only friend, and you’re afraid of a 
fight?” 

Sophie slowly looked up at the Dean, grinning outside the entrance to 
Valor Tower. 

“Perhaps because you don’t know what it is you’re fighting for.” 

The doors magically opened, and Sophie gasped. 

The walls on both sides of the crowded stairwell, stretching all the way 
up the five floors, were painted with colossal, stylized stencil murals of her 





and Agatha’s smiling faces, haloed with wreaths of stars, above the 
glittering blue headline: 


HOPE FOR.A BETTER WORLD 


Instead of the musky leather, cologne smells, and animal skins of the old 
Valor Tower, now there were lush hanging gardens draped over the blue 
glass stairwell and marble columns, with azure-colored roses that showered 
the mob of students with petals as they headed to class, before lower- 
hanging vines swept them up. As Sophie followed the Dean up the stairs, 
girls immediately moved to the left in single file, clearing a path and 
greeting them with warm smiles as they passed. Through the spiral banister, 
Sophie saw a pack of blue butterflies zooming from floor to floor, 
rearranging into pictures to amuse the descending girls—a stymph, a 
nymph, a swan ... The Dean gave them a look, and with squeaky meeps! 
they zipped back into her dress. 

She turned off onto the third floor and Sophie followed into a hall 
flurrying with activity. Against the walls, Evergirls and Nevergirls huddled 
side by side, watching a ghostly scene unfold atop the pages of A Student 5 
Revised History of the Woods to finish an assignment. Above their heads, 
murals of an idyllic school of girls presiding over enslaved boys, 
watermarked with Sophie’s and Agatha’s deified faces, stretched down the 
long dormitory walls. 

Reena darted to each of them with plates of poached eggs and 
pumpernickel toast, while Arachne passed mugs of chocolate buttermilk. In 
a corner, a group of girls practiced oboes, fiddles, and trumpets, though 
Sophie couldn’t tell which were Evers or Nevers, since they all had ragged 
hair and no traces of makeup. Standing on ladders over the stairwell, Mona 
and Millicent finished painting pink roses on banisters a rich shade of blue, 
dripping paint on two girls sparring with wooden swords, while Kiko 
hopped past, flinging sheets of parchment—“Book Club meeting tonight! 
Come to Book Club!”—before she was drowned out by Giselle and Flavia 
practicing a loud song from sheet music. All around, doors chorused open 
and shut as girls scurried to their rooms from the Welcoming and rushed 
right back out with their books for class, unfussed by sweaty faces and 
armpits. 


Sophie thought of the old schools—Nevers bashing each other to get to 
class, Evers primping for hours and hours, everyone in such terrible 
competition between schools, within schools, all the time. And now here 
they were, despite the sweatiness and raggedness and satanic smell of 
buttercream, thriving together, happy together ... without a boy in sight. 

“How can Agatha not want this?” she breathed. 

“Some will always resist change,” the Dean said next to her. “Agatha is a 
princess and still believes she needs a prince. Surely you know the power of 
that fantasy.” 

Sophie thought of all the hope, all the energy, all the time she had put 
into her princely dreams. The conviction that a gorgeous boy of noble blood 
would sweep her to his white castle and eternal bliss. Agatha had taunted 
her ruthlessly for it before the School Master kidnapped them. “As if this 
muscle-bound god would even understand you,” Agatha scoffed. “We’d be 
better off together.” She’d given her usual pig snort to make sure it sounded 
like a joke. But Sophie knew she meant it. Agatha always thought the two 
of them were enough for Ever After. 

But had her friend fallen under the spell? Had Agatha started to believe 
in the same fantasy she once mocked? 

Sophie’s stomach sank. Had she and Agatha switched places? 

“She wants to see him,” Sophie said softly. 

The Dean’s face hardened, and she shunted Sophie behind the stairwell 
as girls streamed by. “If she kisses him, all is lost.” 

“She’d never kiss him—not if it means losing me—” 

“She wished for him, Sophie,” the Dean pressed, gripping Sophie close. 
“Wishes are borne of the soul. Deny them, and they only grow stronger.” 

Sophie’s insides went cold. 

Leaning in, the Dean took her cheeks into her gilded nails. “She’s not the 
girl you knew, Sophie. There is a thorn in her heart. And it has to be cut 
out.” 

Sophie nestled into the Dean’s shoulder. “I just want my friend back,” 
she whispered. 

“And you will, when her prince is dead.” The Dean stroked her hair. 
“You'll stay together always. No boy between you, ever again.” 

Sophie’s eyes misted. She wanted to hide in the Dean’s arms forever. 
“Tell me what to do.” 


“Keep them apart,” the Dean said, pulling away sharply. “Make Tedros 
fight us. When he does, you and your army will be ready.” 

“But I—I don’t want to fight—” Sophie stammered, feeling warts burn as 
if they were there. “I—I want to be Good now— 

“And let your friend kiss her prince?” the Dean said, glaring at her. “Let 
her banish you to an ordinary life in a world of no consequence?” She 
edged closer. “Friendless ... loveless ... forgotten?” 

Sophie’s voice left her. 

“Wasn’t that your mother’s ending?” the Dean asked, closer still. Her lips 
grazed Sophie’s ear. “And what became of her?” 

Sophie lost all color. 

A hand grabbed hers and she shrieked in surprise— 

“Don’t worry!” Beatrix chimed to the Dean, dragging Sophie away. “P1 
show her the room and her uniform and her schedule!” She put her arm 
around Sophie and yanked her down the hall. “Can you believe we once 
fought over a boy?” 

Speechless, Sophie glanced back at the Dean against the wall mural, 
smiling at her like a mother to child. As the Dean receded into the hall’s 
darkness, the last Sophie saw was her glowing green eyes, blending into 
those of her own muraled face, crowned above a princeless world. 

A world where her best friend would never betray her again. 

Sophie gritted her teeth. 

As long as Agatha didn’t kiss Tedros, they had a chance. 


Agatha sat on the edge of the tub in dazed silence, knocking a soap bar to 
the floor. All she could think about was where she would be right now if 
she hadn’t made the wish. 

Her mother would be stewing lunch ... garlic and liver, and the smell 
from the cauldron would mix with the ashy wind’s, seeping through broken 
windows. On her bed, she’d be rushing to finish her grammar homework, 
due at afternoon lesson. Curled in a corner, Reaper would hiss at her, but a 
little less than yesterday. As she slurped up the last of the stew, she’d hear 
the weeds crackle, the soft humming ... the glass heels on the porch ... 
“Walk to school?” Sophie’d say. They’d amble down the hill in their black 
and pink winter coats, cracking jokes about the barn-smelling boys in their 
class. “Let them try to marry us,” Sophie would say, and she would laugh, 


because once upon a time, it was true. They had each other and would never 
need more. 

“How could I ruin it?” she said, voice breaking. She looked up at the 
three girls. “How could I wish for him?” 

“Because you’re a princess, Agatha.” Hester’s face softened for the first 
time. “And no matter how much you fight it ... you want a prince.” 

Agatha swallowed the knot in her throat. She looked up at Anadil, who 
nodded next to Hester and waited for Dot to concur. 

She didn’t. 

The two witches shot her with sparks. 

“Ow! Okay, fine!” Dot moped, munching on star-shaped celery. “Even if 
it means I go back to Evil and be fat and have no friends again!” 

Agatha shook her head. “Look, Sophie just has to forgive me and 
everything will be—” 

“Forgive you?” Hester cackled. “Her faithful Agatha, soiled by the boy 
once hers ... and you expect the Witch of Woods Beyond to forgive? Oh 
please. Inside, Sophie wants you cut up in little pieces.” 

“You don’t get it,” Agatha said hotly. “Sophie’s changed—she’s Good—” 

Even Anadil’s rats snickered. “She’s a Never, Agatha,” Dot said. “No 
matter how much you love her, no matter how much you try to change her, 
Sophie will end Evil and alone.” 

“And not Class Captain,” Hester mumbled. 

Anadil kneeled in front of Agatha. “You will never mean your wish for 
Sophie, Agatha. Because you and Sophie will never be happy in your 
world.” For once, Anadil’s red eyes looked human. “You'll always end up 
back here again, wishing for your prince. And Sophie will always be the 
witch, keeping you and him apart ... until you kiss Tedros.” Her cold, white 
hand took Agatha’s wrist. “Don’t you see? Your wish was right.” 

Agatha sat on the tub in silence. It was as if she was caught in another 
riddle. And once again, only a School Master had the answer. This time, 
Sophie couldn’t come with her. 

“I have to see Tedros alone,” she said quietly. 

Dot nodded. “It’s the only way you’ll know if you’re meant to be with 
him.” 

“And what if I’m not?” asked Agatha, thinking of all the reasons she 
hated her prince right now. “What if I still want to go home with Sophie?” 











“Then we’ll help you,” Anadil groused. 

Agatha thought of Sophie’s face in Sader’s office, lethal and ice-cold. 
“But how do I see him without her knowing? We’re in the same room.” 

“Leave it to us,” said Hester, gnawing on the ends of her red-and-black 
hair. “But it has to be tonight. I can’t survive another day of class.” 

Agatha felt an odd relief, as if caught in a ferocious storm and suddenly 
given a glimpse of the eye. After all thıs, she would see Tedros. No matter 
what happened, there’d be hope after. A road to happiness. A choice made. 

Hunched on the tub, she suddenly focused on the star-shaped bar of soap 
on the floor. She lifted her gaze to the star-shaped cucumber in Dot’s hand. 

“You'd think it’d be easier than chocolate,” Dot sighed, turning another 
soap into a turnip. “But for a while, everything just turned to gouda chees 
—” Anadil covered her mouth. 

The girls tracked her wide eyes to a blue butterfly fluttering in through 
the smashed hole in the wall. 

Agatha snorted. “It’s just a butterf—” 

Hester shot her with sparks from her finger and Agatha gasped in pain. 
The tattooed witch glowered at her, and with her red-lit finger, drew smoky 
words in the air ... 

“She's listening.” 

Agatha shook her head, confused. 

Hester and Anadil counted down on their fingers ...5...4...3...2... 

The bathroom door creaked open and a head poked through. 

“There you are, Agatha,” the Dean said as the butterfly drifted back into 
her dress pattern. “Class starts in five minutes and you’re not in uniform? 
Not the best way to start your first day.” 

She flashed a black look at Hester and Anadil, as 1f this included their 
company. Her eyes drifted down to the hole in the wall behind them, which 
instantly filled in and repaired itself. 

“Destruction of property is a rather masculine trait,” she said to the two 
witches, her tone glacial. Then she smiled approvingly at Dot. “I suggest 
you two learn from your roommate how to behave like women. Or you 
never know. The castle might teach you the same lesson it taught the boys.” 

Hester and Anadil bowed their heads nervously, which made Agatha 
even more wary of the Dean. She remembered the odd feeling that she was 
eavesdropping during the Welcoming ... 


As a blue butterfly perched on Sophie’s shoulder. 

Agatha drew a breath. The butterfly in the Woods ... the one in the 
Flowerground ... 

The Dean had been there all along, leading them here. 

And she’d heard every word. 

“Shall we, dear?” The Dean held open the door with long, sharp nails. 

Muscles tensed, Agatha followed her out but kept her eyes pinned on the 
mirror, just in time to see Hester’s reflection raise furious black eyes and 
mouth a last command. 

“Tonight. ” 
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Unforgiven 


“We’ll be late for your first challenge!” Beatrix frowned from the door, 
two satchels of books in hand. 

Sophie didn’t move, glaring at Agatha. 

“Now you want to stay?” she said leerily, perched on the middle bed in 
her school uniform, a crystal diadem glittering on her head. “You said it was 
Evil to stay.” 

Back turned, Agatha stared at the painting splashed across the wall, once 
a pink vision of dashing princes kissing their princesses—now a life-size 
mural of her kissing Sophie back to life in a starburst of blue light. /'m just 
seeing him. I’m not choosing him. I’m just ... seeing him. 





“What about seeing Tedros?” Sophie lashed, remembering the Dean’s 
warning. “What about seeing your prince?” 

Agatha didn’t answer. 

“Well?” Sophie pushed. 

Agatha turned, pale limbs jutting from her uniform, diadem slipping 
down her hair. “I’m still here, aren’t I?” 

Sophie exhaled, the Dean’s echo trickling away. Like the School Master, 
the Dean couldn’t fathom the strength of their friendship. Agatha would 
never go to Tedros. They’d been through too much. 

“You forgive me?” Agatha asked, surprised by Sophie’s silence. 

Sophie looked up, smiling to answer. But suddenly Sophie wasn’t seeing 
Agatha anymore. 

Suddenly all Sophie saw was the girl who’d wished for a boy. The girl 
who’d stabbed her in the back. The girl who’d ruined their Ever After. 

An old fire of suspicion kindled inside. 

Forgive her, Sophie thought, fighting it. 

But her muscles were clenching ... her fists curling ... 

The Good forgive! 


But now her heart swelled to a witch’s rage— 

With a gasp, Sophie flung off the bed and hugged Agatha, jostling her 
friend’s tiara. “Oh Aggie, I forgive you! I forgive you for everything! I 
know you’d never go to him!” 

Agatha reddened, averting her eyes. “What is this cursed thing?” she 
murmured, diadem now somehow in her mouth. 

“Duh. Your Captain crowns,” Beatrix crabbed, foot tapping impatiently. 
“You were the top Ever when you left, and Sophie was the top Never.” 

“Well, we’re on the same side now,” Sophie beamed and gripped 
Agatha’s hand. 

Agatha felt her palm sweat and let go to grab a satchel of books from 
Beatrix. 

“Your rankings start over today, though,” Beatrix said. “If we ever get to 
your first challenge.” 

As Sophie followed Beatrix’s bald head out, she glanced back at Agatha, 
who was frowning at the book spines in her satchel: 

Men: The Savage Race 

Happiness Without Boys 

The Princess s Guide to Princelessness 

“Ready for our new school?” Sophie said, holding open the door. 

Agatha looked up and did her best to smile back. 


Professor Anemone gave Agatha a loaded glare as she trudged into her blue 
taffy-coated classroom for Debeautification without any of her usual manic 
flounce. Twenty girls straightened to attention in neat rows. 

“This week we continue to debeautify everything a prince expects of his 
princess,” Professor Anemone huffed, bright-yellow gown devoid of the 
brassy jewels, feathered bustiers, soaring headdresses, and fur regalia she 
used to parade. The classroom too had been stripped of all her old 
Beautification flourishes, including her antique mirrored stations from 
Putzi, before-and-after portraits of her most improved students, and shelves 
upon shelves of grooming equipment. Now all that was left were the white- 
fudge desks, a licorice chalkboard, and blue-taffy walls watermarked with 
Sophie’s smiling face and a marshmallow speech bubble: Beauty Is a State 
of Mind! 


“To review,” Professor Anemone grouched, flashing Agatha another 
blameful scowl, “first we debeautified diets as insidious plagues and 
encouraged a girl to eat anything her heart desires ... even candy.” 

Agatha coughed. Professor Anemone reviled candy so much she’d once 
punished her with two weeks of scrubbing dishes for eating it. Yet the 
Evergirls didn’t seem at all fazed by this about-face. Indeed, Agatha noticed 
a few holes in Reena’s fudge desk, and suddenly her plumper appearance 
was no longer a mystery. 

“Second, we debeautified hair and a prince’s preference for long, lustrous 
locks,” the teacher continued, “instead advocating that each girl experiment 
and find a style that fee/s right.” 

Agatha saw her grimace as she took in Giselle’s blue mohawk, Beatrix’s 
hairless pate, and Millicent’s dirty red mop—hair that Professor Anemone’s 
old class had once spent months grooming to perfection. 

“Third, we debeautified makeup as a pawn of patriarchy designed 
entirely to attract men,” the teacher went on, wincing at the sea of 
unwashed faces, proudly worn blemishes, and Nevers who’d applied it 
curiously, like two-year-olds left to face paint. “And today, we move on to 
our fourth unit—” She turned to the chalkboard, words appearing as she 
moodily slashed her finger across 1t— 


DEBEAUTIFYING PINK 


The last letter appeared with a nails-on-board squeak and girls shielded 
their ears. “From last night’s reading,” the teacher grumped, “what are three 
reasons why pink must be exterminated?” 

Agatha frowned. Professor Anemone worshipped pink. 

“Yes, Beatrix,” her teacher said, for Beatrix was waving her arm like she 
needed to pee. 

“Because pink is a color associated with weakness, helplessness, and 
anxiety. But Professor Anemone—” 

“Another reason, Dot?” 

“Because pink is the opposite of blue, a color of strength and serenity, 
which boys have appropriated for themselves without giving girls a choice,” 


Dot preened, earning high fives from her Evergirl coterie. Hester slingshot 
her with a shard of taffy and Dot yelped. 

“Professor Anemone—” Beatrix interrupted— 

“You had a turn, Beatrix! Arachne, the last reason?” 

“Because pink is a sign of infection around a cut. And pinkeye means 
you have fungus in your eye—” 

“Take this as a reminder to do your reading before you answer, Arachne,” 
Professor Anemone snapped, adding under her breath, “and a reminder why 
Evers and Nevers should be in different schoo— WHAT IS IT, BEATRIX!” 

“Professor Anemone, why are you wearing pink?” 

Professor Anemone tracked her eyes to a heart-shaped pink barrette 
clipped in her own wild blond hair. Her cheeks ballooned red, about to blow 

Then she saw a butterfly on the windowsill. 

“Oh dear! Am I?” She magically turned the barrette blue with her finger. 
“Turning a bit color-blind in middle age. Now please hand in your 
homework diaries on what steps you 've taken to debeautify.” 

She stomped through the rows of girls to collect them, giving the 
butterfly a dirty look as it flew away, presumably because it could only hear 
and not see. Agatha scanned the loamy blue walls, once the same color as 
Sophie’s favorite pink dress before the Dean had her way with it. Agatha 
never liked pink (it reminded her of baby vomit), but why shouldn’t 
Professor Anemone decorate her classroom how she liked? 

She glanced at Sophie in the next desk, ogling her watermarked face on 
the taffy walls. Allergies to candy were cured by celebrity, it seemed. 

“Aggie, I’ve been thinking,” Sophie said, turning to her. “Why do you 
think Tedros hasn’t tried to see you?” 

“What?” 

“You’ve been here all morning. No Romeo sneaking through your 
window. No lovers’ embrace ... he hasn’t even sent you a note.” 

Agatha stiffened. “Doesn’t matter, does it?” she said, and feigned 
listening to the teacher. 

“Well, it’s even more reason not to try and see him,” Sophie sighed, 
polishing her Captain’s crown. “Who knows if he even wants you to? In 
any case, we have our first three classes together, then we have different 


schedules. Wonder why the Dean separated us. Don’t think we’re even in 
the same Forest Group ...” 

Her voice trailed off as Agatha gazed out the window at Halfway Bridge, 
obscured by swirling gray fog. She was still thinking about what Sophie had 
just said. 

Why hasn t Tedros tried to see me? 

A blue barrette dropped on her desk and clinked to the floor. As she 
reached for it, a hand seized hers— “Clarissa is livid,” Professor Anemone 
hissed in her ear. “You must seal your ending with Sophie or Tedros 
immediate—” 

She silenced, because the door swung open and Pollux the dog staggered 
through—or rather, his head staggered through, wobbling atop an 
antelope’s body he clearly didn’t know how to use. 

“Sorry I’m late,” he said, raising his nose snootily. “I had private counsel 
with the Dean about the need for more aggressive pink removal. Indeed, I 
found a thread of it in the fourth-floor carpet and had it exterminated at 
once.” 

Agatha and Sophie exchanged startled looks, for both were undoubtedly 
thinking the same thing. As one-half of a two-headed dog, Pollux frequently 
lost the battle to use their body to his brother, Castor, who taught in Evil. 
Since Castor was a vicious male dog, Agatha wasn’t surprised he was 
evicted from the castle with the boys. But up until now, she’d been quite 
sure Pollux was ... 

“Male too?” she whispered to Hester behind her. 

Hester eyed Pollux’s weak jaw, scanty fur, and rosy nostrils. “I’d say he 
has about as much male in him as there is pink left in that carpet.” 

“My dear Professor Anemone,” Pollux said in his strident voice. “I 
believe there was an unfortunate incident involving a pink barrette this 
morning. Perhaps / should administer today’s challenge, if you’re not up to 
your best?” 

Professor Anemone glared blackly. “What about your pink nose?” 

Pollux looked like he’d been slapped. “It’s—it’s an inherited condition 
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“Since choosing a challenge is the one freedom I am still allowed,” 
Professor Anemone said to the students, “today’s competition will be—” 
The door opened again. “WHAT NOW?” 


The Dean slipped in with a warm smile. “Since it’s our Captains’ first 
day, Emma, perhaps it might be more appropriate if 7 choose the 
challenge?” 

Professor Anemone muttered grimly and dumped herself at her sour- 
candy desk. 

“Pollux dear,” said the Dean, sashaying in front of Professor Anemone’s 
desk, “might we remind our Captains how rankings are awarded?” 

“Certainly, Dean,” Pollux sniffed. “All students in the School for Girls 
are ranked in class challenges from first to last. Given there are 20 students 
in each class, the best performer in a given challenge will receive a rank of 
1, with the most feeble student receiving a 20. These ranks will determine 
whether you are tracked as a Leader, a Follower, or a Mogrif, the last 
referring to those girls who will undergo transformation into animals or 
plants.” 

Students murmured, perhaps having forgotten that in this world free of 
Good and Evil, some of them would still end up newts or ferns. 

“Given our new and improved school,” Pollux continued, “the Dean has 
chosen to wait until the start of third year to award tracks. So I suggest you 
continue to mind your ranks with urgency—” 

“And perhaps, Pollux,” the Dean cooed as she sat on the desk, backside 
in Professor Anemone’s face, “there is another reason why now is a good 
time for the girls to mind their ranks?” 

“Groom Room,” Agatha mumbled, remembering the medieval makeover 
spa that once rewarded the highest-ranked girls. 

Hester shook her head. “Incinerated. Part of Debeautification.” 

“Of course, Dean,” Pollux said. “As you know, odorous and poorly 
dressed princes have been gathering in force at the Woods gate, ready to kill 
one of our own. With our Captains’ arrival today, they will no doubt 
redouble their efforts. Though our castle enchantments have kept the 
princes out thus far, we must be alerted if they fail. Thus, beginning tonight, 
the two students with the lowest rankings at day’s end will stand guard at 
the Woods gate from dusk until dawn.” 

Agatha grimaced as girls buzzed around her. Last year, failing in Good 
and Evil meant being turned into a guard for the opposite side. This year, 
girls who failed in their lessons against boys would get slaughtered by them 
first. So much for “new and improved.” 


“The first challenge is called Unforgiven,” the Dean said. “In order to 
protect each other in the war to come, you must learn to resist the attraction 
of men. Each of you will face a phantom boy from your past for whom 
you’ve had feelings. Slay him ruthlessly, even if you want to forgive. He is 
the enemy now and sees you as the same. The more savagely you kill him, 
the higher your rank.” 

Agatha tensed. She and Sophie would face the same boy. 

Beatrix went first. The Dean pointed a sharp nail at her heart and, as if 
carving with a knife, drew out a wisp of blue-lit smoke that congealed into a 
phantom and stepped from Beatrix’s body like a shadowed self. Chaddick, 
the burly gray-eyed Everboy who had once asked her to the Ball, bent to 
one knee before her in a haloed blue haze and held forth a rose with a 
dashing smile— 

Beatrix stabbed her glowing finger and blasted him to dust. 

“Come a long way, hasn’t she?” Anadil mused to her spooked rats, 
peeking from her pocket. 

Professor Anemone was hopping with fury. “Evelyn, this challenge is 
cruel, nefarious, and hasn’t the slightest to do with Debeautification,” she 
fired, standing at her desk, “so I suggest you—” 

She stopped because candy claws had magically grown out of the desk 
and gripped her by both shoulders, preparing to evict her. 

“Suggest I what?” the Dean asked. 

“Continue,” Professor Anemone rasped, and the candy claws vanished 
back into the desk. 

The girls resumed buzzing for their turn, clearly siding with the Dean. 
Meanwhile, Hester glowered at Agatha with a told-you look. 

As more students took turns against their heart’s blue phantoms—Kiko 
struggled to dispatch red-haired Tristan, Giselle made tan Nicholas grow 
braids that strangled him, Dot bombed when she could only give weasel- 
faced Hort a pimple—Agatha’s thoughts drifted back to Tedros. She could 
barely admit it, but Sophie was right. Her prince would have come 
somehow if he wanted to see her. Suppose she’d missed his note? Or the 
Dean had intercepted it? Should she still go through with the witches’ plan 
tonight— 

Agatha swallowed a scream. Have I gone mad? Risking her best friend’s 
life for a boy she barely knew? She thought about Sophie’s lit-up face in 


their room, so relieved that they’d made peace. This wasn’t about Evers and 
Nevers. This wasn’t a battle between a prince and a witch. This was about 
her and Sophie, striving to forgive each other’s mistakes, fighting to save a 
friendship. 

Agatha winced at the irony. She had forgotten the lesson Sophie had 
almost died learning. 

Her prince was a fantasy. Her best friend was the real thing. 

Agatha took a deep breath. “Sophie?” 

“Mmmm?” Sophie said, stealthily signing autographs for two Evergirls. 

“You sure you forgive me?” 

Sophie glanced up, focused and sincere. “Aggie, you took back your 
wish. That’s all I wanted.” She reached over and squeezed her friend’s 
wrist. “Just give this place a chance, all right?” 

Agatha looked into Sophie’s hopeful eyes, the same hope she saw in all 
the other girls at this school. “There’s life after boys,” Sophie said, with a 
smile as bright as her diadem. “You'll see.” 

For the first time, Agatha let the thought in. 

“Sophie is next,” Pollux sniffed behind her. 

Sophie turned to see the whole class goggling at her. 

“We’re doing a challenge?” Sophie asked, bewildered. “When does the 
Groom Room open?” 

She barely gleaned the rules before Pollux shoved her forward with his 
antelope hoof— 

“Just kill him fast!” Agatha hissed at her. “You can’t be anywhere near 
those princes tonight!” 

“But I don’t want to kill anyone!” Sophie whimpered as Pollux trotted 
her past Professor Anemone, steaming at her desk. 

Sophie took her place in front of the Dean, trying to calm down. All she 
had to do was slay a ghost and she’d be safe with Agatha, at least for the 
night. 

The witch is gone. 

Sophie nodded, ready to face the boy her friend had wished for over her. 

The witch is gone. 

The Dean raised her long, gold-lacquered nail and pulled trails of blue 
smoke from Sophie, slowly, luxuriously, until they began to take shape ... 
and dissipated into thin air. 


Sophie beamed proudly. “Like I said, I’m 100% Goo—” 

Pain ripped through her chest and Sophie buckled. “Oh my God.” 

Agatha bolted to her feet. “Are you okay?” 

But now bloodred smoke was leaking from her friend’s chest, as Sophie 
clutched it tighter, choking in agony. She raised scared eyes to Agatha, 
smoke spilling from inside her. “Aggie—help—me—” 

Agatha lunged over her desk too late— 

Sophie screamed a cry and a rip of red light exploded from her heart. 

The class slammed back against their chairs in shock. Agatha froze. 

Protruding out of Sophie’s body was a phantom’s head. 

Only it wasn’t Tedros’. 

A massive black Beast, half man, half wolf, with devil-red eyes, dripped 
smoking drool as it jutted its jaws from Sophie’s chest. Sophie couldn’t 
breathe, staring down at the Beast who’d cursed her dreams since she killed 
it a year ago—the Beast now birthed from her own soul. 

Step by step, the phantom crawled out of Sophie’s body, landing on 
knife-sharp claws, and grew erect on two hairy legs, head bowed, nostrils 
flaring. 

Then it raised red eyes to the class and snarled. 

Smashing through rows, the Beast inspected the face of each petrified 
girl, hunting for someone. It growled rejection again, again, snapping and 
seething, slobbering angrier, angrier ... until it stopped cold. 

Slowly the Beast turned to Agatha and smiled bloodstained teeth. 

“No!” Sophie screamed— 

The Beast launched across the room onto Agatha’s desk and slashed 
claws across her with a hateful roar. Then it leapt back into Sophie’s heart 
in a single bound, snuffing its infernal light. 

Sophie fainted and crumpled to the floor. 

No one moved. Agatha’s chest pounded so loud, whiting out her vision 
until it ebbed just long enough for her to see what the Beast had magically 
slashed on her in gruesome pink scars. 
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With an ugly, slurping sound, the scars shriveled and vanished into her 
skin. 

Agatha touched shaking fingers to her healed chest and slowly looked up. 

On her knees, Professor Anemone had Sophie in her arms and gently 
revived her with a glowing fingertip. As her teacher shepherded her to her 
seat, Sophie panted and shivered in her grip. “I didn’t do it—” she choked 
as she sat, barely audible. “It wasn’t me—” 

“Shhh, Agatha knows you’d never attack her, dear. In the heat of a 
moment, your soul just mistook her for a boy,” the Dean soothed, caressing 
her and Agatha’s shoulders. “Still, a model performance, despite its 
carelessness.” She paused and smiled at the class. “Who’s next?” 

Professor Anemone gave the Dean a rancid glare and left the room. 

At her desk, Sophie was quaking just as much as Agatha, neither able to 
look at the other. As unnerved students took turns, barely killing their 
phantoms, Agatha saw the rest of the class give her darting glances, as if 
they trusted the Dean’s explanation and she should too. 

Sophie looked up through tears. “Aggie, you believe her, don’t you? I 
forgive you—I swear—” 

But Agatha was staring at Hester, who had the same ominous face she’d 
worn in the bathroom, warning her wish wouldn’t go unpunished. 

“Please let’s get the Storian,” Sophie said, voice breaking. 

Agatha slowly turned to her. 

“We’ll both mean our wish now, won’t we?” Sophie begged. “You said 
you wanted to go home.” 

Agatha felt no relief. Only the deepening dread that it was too late to go 
home. 

“Agatha,” said a voice. 

Agatha’s eyes lifted over Sophie to see the Dean against the window. 

“You're last, dear.” 

Agatha lost time in those moments, unsure how she made it from one 
point to another, until she stood before the Dean at the front of the room, 
listless and scared. Her chest simmered with heat, as if the slashed message 
had drawn under her skin and tattooed inside her. For the first time, she 
didn’t hear the voices of Good, telling her to believe her friend. Instead, she 
heard the witches’ voices, telling her that for the second year, there’d been 
no Great Mistake in why she’d come to school. 


Because she’d wished for the right ending after all. 

The Dean thrust her finger at Agatha and yanked smoke from her with so 
much force that Agatha toppled backwards. Billowing high, the blue wisps 
pooled in the air like a suspended cloud, about to reveal its phantom ... 

Then the mist turned black. 

The Dean’s eyes widened. Thick as thunderclouds, the smoke began to 
swirl, faster, faster, funneling to deathly black fog. Agatha scrambled back. 
“What's happeni—” 

Lightning exploded from the cyclone and black wind ripped from its 
vortex, knocking girls to the ground and smashing the Dean into the sour- 
candy desk. The wind tore across the taffy before it blew all the butterflies 
off the Dean’s dress and blasted them like a cannon through the window. 
Swirling and howling with vengeance, the black gale snatched the door off 
its hinges and pinned girls against the wall, leaving only Agatha untouched. 
Sophie tried to crawl towards Agatha to save her, but the wind threw Sophie 
across the room into a cabinet. Then with a last burst of force, it picked 
Agatha up and sucked her screaming into its cloud. 

Gasping, spinning, Agatha felt and saw nothing but black walls of wind, 
rising higher on all sides, shielding her view of the room. The wind bashed 
her from wall to wall with hellacious force, shredding and swallowing her 
Captain’s crown, the roars growing louder, louder, splitting her ears—until 
all at once the winds died away, leaving her in a quiet eye of darkness. 

The black walls around her started to thicken with dimension and light, 
morphing into the same ghostly shadow on all four sides ... masks ... giant 
silver masks ... 

Tedros’ searing blue eyes gleamed through each, glaring down from 
every direction. 

“Tonight,” he boomed, voice resounding. “Cross the Bridge.” 

Dwarfed beneath him, Agatha faltered for voice. “But—but—” 

Tedros vanished. The black winds ripped into her heart with a 
thunderclap, leaving Agatha back in the silent classroom without a hair out 
of place. 

Girls slowly looked up from their disheveled heaps to see the room 
blown to smithereens, except for Professor Anemone, Professor Dovey, and 
Lady Lesso gawping through the doorway. The door magically slammed in 
their faces. 


“Who was it?” The Dean staggered up, a windswept mess. “Who’d you 
see?” 

Agatha’s eyes lowered to the Dean’s blank dress, emptied of butterflies. 
She couldn’t hear everything, it turned out. Agatha glowered back at her, 
defiant. 

The Dean’s face melted into a slow, cryptic smile and a “20” burst into 
smoky maggots above Agatha’s head. “For failing the challenge 
completely,” the Dean declared, magically restoring her own looks as she 
awarded the rest of the ranks (Dot wrestled a putrid-smelling “19”). A 
thousand blue butterflies hatched from the Dean’s dress seams like cocoons 
and flew into a new pattern. 

Agatha sat down, catching girls’ suspicious looks at their crownless 
Captain. Meanwhile, Hester and Anadil both had the same anxious 
expressions, demanding she answer their questions after class. 

“It was Tedros, wasn’t it?” a trembling voice said next to her. 

Agatha didn’t move. 

“Aggie?” Sophie’s voice squeaked. “What did Tedros say?” 

Agatha hesitated, then lifted her eyes to her friend’s bloodless face— 

Her heart stopped. 

There was something on Sophie’s neck. Just under her collar. 

A black wart. 

“Aggie?” Sophie shifted and her collar obscured it. “What’d you see?” 

Agatha wheezed for voice. 

“Well?” Sophie said, face darkening. 

Agatha hid her shaking hands—“You were r-r-right,” she stuttered, trying 
to look ashamed. “He—he said he’d never c-c-come for me.” 

Sophie gaped at her in disbelief. “He ... did?” 

Slowly her emerald eyes hardened into suspicious, knife-edged disks. 
Agatha held her breath, feeling them cut into her soul and hang a noose 
around her lie, about to pull tight ... 

“What did I tell you, Agatha?” Sophie breathed with quiet fury. She 
clasped her friend’s hand. “I told you boys are Evil.” 

Agatha stared at her, stunned. 

“Don’t worry, Aggie. Nothing can stop us if we work together,” Sophie 
vowed, her Captain’s crown sparkling. “We’ll get the pen from him. We’ll 
get our happy ending back. Just like last time.” 


Heart hammering, Agatha gazed past her at Halfway Bridge, leading into 
fog. 

This time, she knew it wouldn’t be together. 

“Tonight?” Sophie smiled at her hopefully. 

Agatha smiled back in terror, hearing her prince’s voice as her own. 

“Tonight.” 


Symptoms Returned 


“How big was the wart?” Anadil kneeled in the nook behind the Honor 
stairwell, lined with blue rosebushes. “You sure you saw it?” 

Agatha nodded, biting her nails to stop their shaking. “She says she 
forgives me. She says she wants to go home—” 

“It's too late.” Crouched next to her, Hester crushed a rose. “Don’t you 
remember? Once the symptoms start, she can’t control her Evil. You have 
to kiss Tedros before she transforms into a witch or we’re all dead.” 

Agatha shook harder, flooded by memories of Sophie’s bald, murderous 
hag—slaying wolves, annihilating towers, and unleashing hell upon 
students. Back then there were warnings that preceded her transformation: 
bad dreams, bursts of anger ... then the first wart. This time, Agatha hadn’t 
noticed them, but they’d been there again. The nightmare scars under 
Sophie’s eyes at the wedding. Her punishing glare in Sader’s office. Her 
dark smile at the Welcoming. She’d denied it all, thinking her friend had 
changed. But Sophie hadn’t forgiven her wish for a prince, and she never 
could. 





Now that prince was her only hope. 


“How long?” Agatha looked up at Hester. “How long until she turns?” 

“The Beast was just a warning,” Hester said, thinking hard. “She hasn’t 
hurt anything real yet.” 

“There’ll be more symptoms first,” Anadil agreed. “But Hester’s right. 
We’re safe until she hurts something.” 

Dot swooped in, chomping on rose-shaped yams. “Does that mean 
Agatha can come to Book Club tonight?” 

“It means Agatha can still kiss Tedros tonight,” Hester growled, yanking 
Agatha towards the crowded hall. “But we have to act normal. No one can 
know she’s seeing him—” 

“Wait a second—” said Agatha. 

“Hester, one kiss and we’re back to Good and Evil,” grinned Anadil, 
cozying up to her friend as they wove through girls. “Henchmen Training, 
Death Traps, and maggoty gruel ...” 

“Hold on—” Agatha started. 

“Never be so happy to see a Doom Room reopen,” Hester smirked to 
Anadil. 

“Both of you, listen—” 

“Book Club’s discussing Princeless but Fabulous,” Dot said, clacking 
behind, mouth full of yams. “I’d hate for her to miss it—” 

Agatha whirled. “Is it ever possible to get in a word with you three?” 

“That’s why a coven isn’t four,” said Hester. “Another reason why you 
need to kiss Tedros.” 

“That’s what I’m trying to tell you! He didn’t say how to see him!” 
Agatha barked before scanning for eavesdropping butterflies. She lowered 
her voice. “Only that I should cross the Bridge.” 

“Halfway Bridge?” Anadil said. “Are you sure you didn’t mishear?” 

“Maybe he said ‘fridge,’” said Dot, returning the waves of two passing 
Evergirls. “Is there a magic fridge in the kitc—eeeyiii!” She grabbed her 
blue harem pants, which Hester had just ripped. “What was that for?” 

“For trying to be an Ever and Never at the same time, you underfed twit,” 
Hester hissed, and turned to Agatha. “Dot’s right. He couldn’t have said 
“Bridge.”” 

Agatha grimaced. “But that’s what he—” 

“Suppose it’s a trap?” Dot asked, turning the torn piece of pants to 
spinach. 





Hester and Anadil both stared at her. 

“Listen,” Dot said, whipping back her hair. “I have self-esteem now, so if 
you act like cretins, P I| move in with Reena and—” 

“Glimmers of intelligence, hasn’t she,” muttered Anadil. 

“Inspired and fleeting,” Hester grumped, and turned back to Agatha. “It 
could be the Dean’s ploy. Can’t exactly forge a princeless school if her 
Captain’s longing for a prince, can she? For all you know, she conjured 
Tedros to catch you trying to see him.” 

“Mmmm, imagine if they found out their Great Girl Hope tried to 
abandon them for a boy,” Anadil purred, eyeing girls streaming by. “You’d 
be served at supper with a nice béarnaise sauce.” 

Agatha’s blood chilled. “Do I still go to Tedros tonight?” 

“You don’t have a choice, do you?” Hester said softer, squinting over her 
shoulder. “You certainly can’t sleep next to her.” 

Agatha swiveled to see Sophie hurrying towards her with a nervous look, 
as if scared to be alone after the last class. Three butterflies whooshed past 
her towards Agatha and the witches— 

“But I’m in her room!” Agatha gasped, turning back. “How do I get out 
without her or Beatrix see—” 

Hester and Anadil were already retreating, glowing fingers to lips. With 
naughty grins, they blew smoke off their fingertips, red and green wisps, 
which danced towards Agatha and coalesced into four bold letters ... 


FAIL 


Butterflies smashed through the letters, zigzagging in vain, searching for 
something to hear. 

“Are the witches going to help us get the Storian?” Sophie puffed, 
bounding up behind her. 

Agatha turned and almost screamed. Sophie had covered her neck with a 
puppy-patterned shawl. 

“Its Kiko’s,” Sophie sighed morosely. “But it’s glacial in this place, and 
you know how I catch colds, low body fat and all. Neck’s itching like mad, 
though—fabric must be ogrishly cheap—” 


She saw Agatha gaping at the scarf, dead pale. “As if you’re the Empress 
of Haute Couture,” Sophie frowned. “So? What’s our plan for tonight?” 

Legs shaking, Agatha clung to her own plan. The witches were right. Fail 
the rest of the day’s challenges, and she’d be safe with her prince before any 
more symptoms arrived. 


With Hester and Anadil in different classes for second session, Agatha felt 
even more terrified sitting next to Sophie, who kept scratching under her 
shawl. 

Like Professor Anemone, Professor Dovey was supervised by the Dean, 
whose presence prevented the former Good Deeds instructor from accosting 
Agatha. But Professor Dovey seemed to know exactly what was on 
Agatha’s mind, because she kept giving her forceful stares as she rehashed 
the rankings system. 

“And perhaps that bears repeating,” she said loudly at her sugarplum 
desk, “failing students will guard the Woods gate on their own without 
teachers—” 

“They know all this, Clarissa,” the Dean moaned. 

“Meaning they are completely unsupervised in the Forest—” 

“Clarissa!” 

Professor Dovey moved on, throwing Agatha a last urgent look. 

Princeless Power was just a disguised version of Professor Dovey’s old 
course on Good Deeds, with the only difference the jelly-bean painting on a 
pumpkin candy wall, depicting Agatha’s face with a speech bubble: Boys 
Are Born Slaves! 

Agatha held herself back from smashing it. It wasn’t enough that her best 
friend was turning into a deadly witch? Now she was a poster girl for male 
slavery? Professor Dovey seemed to share the same revulsion, for she 
ignored the Dean’s tightening jaw as she spoke. 

“A boy is no more meant to be subjugated than a girl. True, girls have 
compassion and sensitivity that most boys do not. It is why, at times, boys 
and girls appear completely incompatible—” 

In her caramel chair, Agatha threw Sophie quick glances to make sure 
more warts hadn’t popped up or her teeth hadn’t fallen out. But other than 
still looking itchy, Sophie was fair and lovely as ever. Agatha craned to see 


if there were more warts under the shawl ... Sophie caught her and Agatha 
pretended to be picking her nose. 

Sophie slid a note over. Should we use the Bridge tonight? 

Agatha smiled vaguely. To get to Tedros, she had to somehow bomb this 
challenge without arousing Sophie’s suspicions. 

“In order to survive, boys learn to project strength over emotion,” 
Professor Dovey went on. “It is the reason they desire softness in a girl. By 
staying soft, you let them be vulnerable for the only time in their lives. 
Understanding a boy is your greatest hope to tame him.” 

“And make him a slave,” the Dean interrupted, crossing her legs. “As we 
all know, boys respond best to beatings and the withholding of food.” 

“Boys respond to encouragement and common sense, Evelyn,” Professor 
Dovey retorted. “And a faith in the love between princess and prince.” 

The Dean’s creamy cheeks colored and the classroom walls shook. 
“Clarissa, what girls need is the right to be happy without savage, execrable 
pigs—” 

“What girls need is the right to know what makes boys worthy of love. 
What girls need is the right to choose their own endings, not their Dean’s,” 
Professor Dovey seethed, voice rising. “What girls need is the right to know 
why that Dean shouldn’t be here at all!” 

The Dean launched to her feet. Candied arms magically surged from the 
walls behind Professor Dovey and flung her out of the classroom with such 
force the door blew shut behind her, spraying pumpkin flakes all over the 
desks. 

Agatha went white, forcing herself to stay in her chair. Girls goggled in 
shock around her. 

“Now then,” the Dean said, turning to the class. “Shall we proceed with 
the challenge?” 

Murmuring, the girls settled in, as ıf Professor Dovey had it coming for 
such blatant disrespect. Agatha struggled to look dismissive too, knowing 
her fairy godmother would want her to get to her prince at all costs. But 
what had her teacher meant? Did she know Dean Sader from the past? 

She suddenly noticed Sophie next to her, whole hand up her shawl now, 
scratching vociferously, having missed the entire incident. 

Agatha went a shade whiter and refocused on failing. 


Magically conjuring dozens of green beanstalks from the treacle ceiling, 
Dean Sader explained that for the Faith Flying test, each student, 
blindfolded and abandoned high on a stalk, would use the directions 
shouted out by her classmates to swing across the other trunks and return to 
her desk. Whoever swung back to their desk the fastest would receive top 
rank. 

Beatrix had every girl in class cheering her to her desk. Arachne and 
Reena loudly directed each other to the finish, as did Millicent and Mona. 
Terrified of another Evil episode, Sophie carefully obeyed the shouts of her 
classmates eager to stay on Sophie’s good side after the Beast incident, and 
won the challenge in record time. 

As she sat down, Sophie swept clumps of fallen hair off her dress. She 
glanced up and saw Agatha staring and shuddering as if she were ill. “Oh 
it’s easy as cake, Aggie,” Sophie said, combing out more loose hair. “Just 
listen to my directions and you’ll be fine.” 

With her mind on balding scalps, hidden warts, and more witch 
symptoms to come, Agatha could barely focus on failing her turn. Still, she 
managed to feign confusion, deafness, and dyslexia and made sure the Dean 
saw her disappointed pout when she earned second-to-last place. (Dot 
accidentally swung out the window, beating her to the bottom.) 

“But I shouted so loudly!” moaned Sophie, scratching her neck as she 
walked Agatha down the hall. “Aggie, you have to do well in the next one 
or you'll be on guard tonight!” 

Agatha nodded, forcing a dejected look. When Sophie turned, she 
stooped and tried to peek under her shawl— 

Sophie turned back and Agatha hunched over. “Sorry, fart coming.” 

“At least let's leave with our dignity!” Sophie gasped. 

They were late to Defense Against Boys, meaning Agatha had to sit far 
across the room from Hester and Anadil, who looked desperate to talk to 
her. But Lady Lesso seemed to read Agatha’s thoughts, for as Sophie 
walked in, the former Curses & Death Traps professor stood at the door 
with narrowed violet eyes, scouring every inch of her— 

“Do I have a pimple?” Sophie murmured, biting her quill pen as she sat, 
only to jump up from her frozen chair. Frowning, she sat back down and 
scanned the chilled rock-candy room that replicated Lady Lesso’s old Evil 
classroom, down to sugared icicles dangling from the ceiling. Then she saw 


Agatha gawking at her, looking as ıf she’d been stabbed. “Aggie, you’re 
acting very strange,” Sophie said, discarding her bitten pen. 

Agatha heaved for aır. 

Sophie’s front teeth had gone black. 

“Just c-c-c-old in here—” Agatha stammered— 

“And here you gave me such goonish looks over this shawl,” Sophie 
humphed, turning away. 

Agatha waved frantically at Hester and Anadil, mouthing “Symptoms! 
Symptoms!” until she saw Sophie peering and pretended to be swatting at 
flies. Warts, falling hair, rotting teeth ... Would she even make it to Tedros 
before the witch came? 

Perhaps the Dean knew she’d made her point with Professor Dovey, for 
she wasn’t in the room to supervise Lady Lesso’s class. Instead she sent 
Pollux, who sat in back, butterfly on shoulder, making odd sniffing sounds, 
as if waiting to be acknowledged. 

“Boys are vile, dirty creatures, which is why Nevergirls do not marry 
them,” Lady Lesso said, giving Evergirls repellent looks as she clacked 
through the aisle. “But that is no reason to kill them.” 

“Unless they attack, of course,” Pollux said. 

Lady Lesso raised her eyes as if she smelled a skunk, then lowered them. 
“Killing stains your soul permanently, whether you are an Ever or a Never. 
You may kill only for the purest self-defense or to slay your Nemesis and 
find peace. Neither are conditions you will experience in this school.” 

“Unless there’s a war, you mean,” Pollux huffed. 

“Perhaps it is time for another extermination,” Lady Lesso said to no one 
in particular. 

The dog didn’t interrupt again. Still, Lady Lesso gave Agatha a 
concerned frown as she passed and put her near the end of the challenge 
order, as if to ensure she’d know what she needed to fail. 

“For your challenge, you’ll be defending against rogue Mogrifs. The 
boys may no doubt rely on shape-shifting in order to invade, so you must be 
prepared to do the same,” said the teacher, tightening her braid. “But be 
warned, transformation lets us access our deepest instincts in order to 
survive. If you are stained by unforgivable Evil, the process can be 
corrupted.” Her purple eyes sliced into Pollux. “Let this be a warning to all 
of you who speak so casually of war.” 


To defeat the phantom Mogrifs, each girl had to morph into an animal 
herself. A year ago, their Forest Group leaders had taught them how to 
mogrify into an animal of their choice using visualization. It was a 
relatively easy spell, hence taught in the first year, along with Water and 
Weather spells (though mogrifying involved the extra wrinkle of bursting 
out of one’s clothes). Now the challenge seemed to be to find the right 
Mogrif to subdue their male opponents. 

Pitted against a viper, Hester took nasty bites as a crab before her nimbler 
mongoose subdued it; Beatrix’s ungainly pelican abandoned its fight against 
a piranha; Dot’s piglet fled the moment she saw the ram charging for her. 
(“I thought boys like cute things,” she oinked, scurrying back to her heaped 
clothes.) 

Agatha was baffled as to how to do any worse. So when Lady Lesso 
conjured a breast-beating bear in front of her, she just stood and scratched 
her head. “I—I’ve forgotten—”’ 

“Forgotten how to mogrify?” Pollux said suspiciously. “The girl who 
spent a significant portion of her first year as a cockroach?” 

“Readers have minds like sieves,” sighed Lady Lesso, trying not to look 
pleased. “Surely no one can match such incompetence.” 

“Guess I’m on guard tonight,” Agatha said, plopping next to Sophie. 

“B-b-but that means we can’t get the Storian!” Sophie paled, revealing 
even blacker teeth. 

Agatha gripped her seat. 

“It doesn’t make sense,” Sophie said, sagging. “You’re usually so good at 
challen—” Her face lit up. “Wait! What if I fail too, Aggie! Then I could 
guard with you! We could break into the boys’ school and get home!” 

“No!” Agatha cried. “Sophie, that’s a terri—” 

But Sophie was already bouncing to the front of the room, determined to 
lose her battle. Seeing Agatha’s face, Lady Lesso likely guessed Sophie’s 
plan, for she produced an obese pigeon as her opponent. Sophie turned into 
a plushy pink cat and shirked from its weak pecks. 

“O mighty beast,” Sophie mewled, as if auditioning for the school play. 
“T am no match for thee!” 

Agatha caught Hester’s jumpy look across the room. If Sophie was on 
guard with her tonight, how could she escape to her prince? 
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“Mercy, you brute!” Sophie’s cat cried to the waddling pigeon. 
Dramatically flinging her paw to her head, Sophie stepped into her piled 
clothes and visualized herself human, ready to claim last place— 

Only nothing happened. 

Sophie’s cat frowned and tried the spell again, but if anything, now her 
paws were furrier. The pigeon flew up and alighted on her head. Girls 
giggled, except for Agatha, who knew just how capable Sophie was of 
putting on a show. 

“I can’t—” Sophie gasped to Lady Lesso. “I can’t change back—” 

“Just concentrate!” Lady Lesso snapped, giggles around her turning to 
howls. 

But whether eyes open or eyes closed, Sophie couldn’t turn herself 
human. “It’s not me—” she choked. “Something’s stopping 1t—” The 
pigeon peed on her. “Helppppp!” Sophie yowled, drowned out by the 
class’s roars. Even Agatha had to snort. 

“Enough idiocy!” Lady Lesso groaned, shooting a spell at her to end this 
charade. 

Sophie’s cat gaped back at her, unchanged. This time when Sophie tried 
to talk, all that came out was a meow. 

The laughter stopped. 

Red faced, Lady Lesso stabbed her finger again to turn Sophie back. 
Sophie meowed louder. Lady Lesso’s eyes widened, and she swiveled to the 
butterfly on Pollux. “Find Evely—” 

But the door was already open and the Dean surging in, finger 
outstretched. Muttering a strange incantation, she pointed at Sophie, who 
started to morph back to human. But before Agatha and the rest of the class 
could unclench, the process stopped short, leaving Sophie trapped 
somewhere between cat and human, hissing with pain. 

Lady Lesso blanched. “Something’s wrong—” 

Finger thrusting, the Dean muttered faster, but Sophie’s body ricocheted 
from human to cat, cat to human, in a violent tug of war, as she wheezed 
alternate wails and meows. 

“Evelyn, it’s getting worse—” Lady Lesso pressed— 

The Dean pointed harder at Sophie, but every time Sophie’s body tried to 
grow, it shrank back down. Sparks flew around her as Sophie morphed 





faster and faster, soul caught between forces, into a fiery, formless blur. The 
curious pigeon fluttered too close and vanished into the haze. 

Agatha’s head went light, her friend shape-shifting wildly, past human, 
past animal ... until at last Agatha saw something inside Sophie win. In the 
blur of flames, a shadow grew clearer ... skin shriveled and decayed ... 
warts black and swollen ... bald head gleaming ... rising from fire reborn 


Agatha closed her eyes in shock— 

The Dean flung forth both hands and shot a blast of light. Sophie flew 
against the wall and crashed behind the desk. 

Slowly Agatha opened her eyes to eerie silence. As curls of smoke rose 
over the frozen countertop, she and the rest of the girls slowly peered over 
it. 

“T—I must have blacked out,” Sophie said, blinking long lashes and back 
in her clothes. “All I remember is trying to change back—and something 
stopping me—” She glanced around for the unseen pigeon. “But I didn’t 
hurt it! Surely that means I’m on guard now!” 

Lady Lesso looked as if she’d swallowed her own tongue. “It means—it 
means your soul 1-1-is—” 

“Rusty with counterspells,” the Dean said. “Wouldn’t you agree, Lady 
Lesso?” 

Lady Lesso stiffened, a strange weakness distilling her usually cold eyes. 
She looked scared, Agatha thought, almost ... sad. “Yes, of course,” she 
mumbled to the Dean. 

Agatha noticed her teacher’s eyes dart to her and dart away. 

“But I still ... failed?” Sophie said hopefully. 

“On the contrary, first rank,” the Dean said, swishing out. 

Sophie opened her mouth to protest, but Lady Lesso quickly awarded the 
rest of the rankings and jetted from the room when butterflies zoomed 
through to signal class’s end. 

Agatha didn’t budge as girls exited, buzzing how lucky it was the Dean 
rescued Sophie from Lesso’s incompetence. “The teachers are just jealous 
of the Dean,” Beatrix sighed dismissively. 

As the girls left the room, Agatha nervously watched Sophie, back turned 
to her, gathering her things. The Dean’s arrival had been lucky indeed. For 


the girls hadn’t seen what she had: the witch reborn, her symptoms 
complete. Ifthe Dean hadn’t intervened in time ... 

Tedros, Agatha thought, sneaking for the door. Just make it to Tedros— 

“Aggie, I won’t be on guard with you,” Sophie said behind her. “You 
wouldn’t go to Tedros, would you?” 

Agatha stopped dead. “What? Why would you say that?” 

“Because you keep looking at me like Pm a witch.” 

Agatha turned to see Sophie stalking towards her, eyes cold. Agatha felt 
her chest sweating, her legs jellying, symptoms that told her she was about 
to faint, the way she once did in Tedros’ arms. But just as she collapsed into 
a deadly witch’s arms instead of her prince ... 

“Your—your teeth—” she spluttered at Sophie, recovering. “They’re— 
they’re normal—” 

Sophie gaped dumbly. “My teeth? What are you—” Her face hardened. 
“Agatha, that was ink. My pen must have leaked—had it in my mouth—” 

“But your hair—” Agatha insisted. “I saw it falling out—” 

“A piece got caught on a stupid beanstalk!” Sophie barked. “And you 
believed / was turning into a witch again? That I’d attack you? After 
everything we’ve been through!” 

All Agatha managed was a croak. 

“I trust you tonight, Aggie,” Sophie said, face filled with hurt. “Even if 
you don’t trust me.” 

Watching Sophie go, yanking at her disheveled shawl, Agatha sagged 
guiltily. 

But then she remembered the wart ... the wart she definitely saw ... the 
wart that couldn’t be explained away ... As Sophie trailed away, tearing off 
the shawl, Agatha chased to see under it— 

A hand yanked her back. 

“Lesso’s lying,” Hester said, closing the door and sealing them alone. 
“You heard her. Sophie’s soul’s corrupted by unforgivable Evil! That’s why 
she couldn’t change back! That’s why the Beast came out of her! It explains 
everything!” 

“But—but what does that mean?” Agatha rasped 

“It means this time the change is permanent!” Hester pressed. “When 
Sophie turns into a witch, she’ll never turn back! I told you she wanted 
revenge!” 





“But you said it yourself! She hasn’t hurt anything! And the symptoms 
aren t getting worse at all—” 

“Oh they’re getting worse, all right. The Dean just isn’t seeing it,” Hester 
said, looking away. “You have to kiss Tedros tonight!” 

Agatha shook her head, still picturing Sophie’s hurt face. “I can’t. I can’t 
go to him, Hester. I have to trust my best friend.” She slumped, exhaling. 
“Probably wasn’t even a wart. Just being paranoid, like I was with her hair 
and teeth. We’re all just being paranoi—” 

But now Agatha saw where Hester was looking. 

Behind the desk, the phantom pigeon lay against the wall. 

Only it wasn’t a phantom anymore. 

Blood spilled towards them from its mangled corpse, across the candy 
floor. 
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Doubt 


“She's turning into a witch! She's turning and she doesn’t know it!” 
Agatha choked, rushing with Dot into the Charity breezeway. 

“Oh, she knows,” Dot snapped. “She’s just playing innocent. Why do you 
think she’s wearing that stupid shawl!” 

“We have to tell Lady Lesso—she”1l know what to do—” 

“No! You saw what happened with Professor Dovey. We can’t put the 
teachers in danger!” 

“Sophie was Good at home, Dot!” Agatha cried. “She was happy—” 

“You want to see her happy? Wait until she does to you what she did to 
that pigeon!” 





Thankfully, Agatha wouldn’t see Sophie the rest of the afternoon. With 
challenges complete for the day, their classes diverged until Forest Groups, 
so while Sophie had Female Talents with Anadil and Hester, Agatha hurried 
to History of Heroines with Dot. 

“You can’t be alone with her again!” Dot said as they neared the mass of 
girls filing into Good Hall. “Hide in Hester’s room after classes!” 

All Agatha could see was the pigeon’s gaping eye ... its blood seeping 
towards her ... She stopped against a sapphire column, gulping for air. 
“This is all because of my wish.” 

“No, this is all because you chose the wrong ending last time.” 

Agatha looked up at Dot’s reflection in the polished glass. 

“You heard Hester. Tonight’s your last chance to do what your heart 
really wants,” Dot said. “Or Sophie will be a witch forever.” 

Agatha’s throat tightened, afraid to let the words out. “And if ... if I kiss 
him?” 

“She’ll go home to her father safe, like you promised. The witch locked 
inside.” 

Agatha said nothing for a moment. Finally she turned. “How do I escape 
guard duty tonight? The other girl will tell the Dean—” 

“Will she?” Dot took her arm. “Just "cause I’m popular and wear glitter 
doesn’t mean I’m a better student.” 

“We’re on guard ... together?” 

“If you haven’t noticed, I’ve been failing every challenge worse than 
you. And I’ve been trying!” 

Agatha looked at her, scared. “But even if I do escape ... what if I can’t 
get into the boys’ castle?” 

“You will.” 

Agatha felt the unspoken ending in Dot’s grip. 

Because our lives depend on it. 

Good Hall had the same briny smell and humid haze as last year, its 
marble ballroom swathed in emerald algae and blue rust, like a cathedral 
that had been sunken in seawater. Chipped marble murals on the wall 
depicted the history of the Great War, ending in the triumph of the Evil 
School Master over his own Good brother. As Agatha sat down in the pews, 
she found it odd that the Dean hadn’t changed the murals to reflect either 


the School Master’s death or the Boy Eviction. Surely she’d want history 
revised in her own image? 

Odder still, though History was the Dean’s class to teach, she failed to 
appear at all, leaving Pollux fumbling before half the school. 

“Our Dean had urgent business, so I offered to present a comprehensive 
review of Male Brutality through the ages, with pointed emphasis on the 
persecution of those who do not display conventionally masculine traits.” 

He pursed his lips. “But the Dean preferred you each introduce your 
lineage instead.” 

Agatha tried to focus on paths into the Boys’ school, but found herself 
tuning in to the girls’ introductions. All the students at the School for Good 
and Evil came from fairy-tale families, except her and Sophie, the two 
unenchanted Readers kidnapped from Gavaldon. Agatha remembered that 
Hester’s mother was the now-deceased witch who tried to kill Hansel and 
Gretel, while Anadil’s grandmother was the notorious White Witch, who 
wore little boys’ bones. But now Agatha also learned Beatrix’s grandmother 
was the maiden who outwitted Rumplestiltskin, Millicent was the great- 
granddaughter of Sleeping Beauty and her prince, and Kiko was the child of 
one of Neverland’s Lost Boys and a mermaid. 

While Evergirls usually mentioned both parents, the Nevers proferred 
only one or none at all, whether Arachne’s father, a robber of queens; 
Mona’s green-skinned mother, who had famously terrorized Oz; or Dot’s 
father, Nottingham’s sheriff who never caught his Nemesis, Robin Hood. 

“Why don’t Nevers mention both parents?” Agatha asked after Dot sat 
down. 

“(Cause villains aren't born out of love,” Dot said, watching Reena 
rhapsodize about how her royal parents met. “We’re made for all the wrong 
reasons, none of which keep a family together. Lady Lesso used to say 
villain families are like dandelions—‘fleeting and toxic.’ Sounded like it 
came from personal experience. Bet Sophie’s is worse than any of ours.” 

“But Sophie had loving parents—” Agatha’s voice trailed off. 

“Stefan suffered most of all,” her mother had said about Stefan’s 
marriage to Sophie’s mother. Had his marriage been unhappy from the 
start? Had Sophie too been born “for all the wrong reasons”? Agatha looked 
at Dot, who seemed to intuit her thoughts. 

“The School Master wanted to marry her for a reason,” Dot warned. 





Agatha remembered his parting vow ... his red-rimmed eyes claiming 
Sophie as his bride ... 

“You can never be good, Sophie. That's why you 're mine. ” 

Now, as Agatha thought of her best friend returning to being a witch, she 
wondered anxiously: Was the School Master right? And why couldn’t the 
Dean see it? 

“I mean, how can anyone even believe the Dean’s hogwash,” Agatha 
crabbed, trying to distract herself. “Kingdoms of women can’t last without 
men. How would they, um ... grow?” 

“That's what we like about it.” Dot grinned. “Slaves. ’ 

The only other memorable moment of class came when Yara, the dancing 
girl from the Welcoming, sashayed in halfway through, with her gangly 
walk and rippling muscles, acting as if it was perfectly routine to skip class 
all morning and flounce in at will. 

“Care to present your lineage, Yara?” Pollux asked thinly. 

Yara twirled with a squawk and sat down. 

“Gypsies, no doubt,” Pollux murmured. 

As Agatha stared at Yara’s beakish face, ginger hair, and strawberry 
freckles, she felt like she’d never encountered a girl so alien ... and yet 
faintly familiar. 

“Wanders in and out like the school pet,” Dot whispered. “It’s "cause she 
can’t speak. Dean feels sorry for her.” 

Agatha skipped lunch in the Supper Hall to meet Hester and Anadil atop 
the drizzly Honor Tower rooftop. (Dot declined to join them, citing a 
myriad of social obligations.) Where the open-air roof had once housed a 
topiary garden dedicated to scenes from King Arthur’s story, the sculpted 
hedges had been remade in tribute to Queen Guinevere—Arthur’s wife and 
Tedros’ mother, who had abandoned them both and never been seen again. 

“No wonder Tedros wants to attack us,” Hester said, slurping homemade 
gruel as she eyed scenes of the sculpted, slim queen. 

“How can the Dean think she’s a hero?” Agatha said. “She deserted her 
son!” 

“On the contrary, the Dean says Guinevere liberated herself from male 
oppression,” Anadil quipped, watching her rats stab each other with stone 
shards, remnants of a gargoyle Tedros once killed. “She conveniently 
ignores that she left to shack up with a scrawny knight.” 
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Agatha stared at the menagerie hedges making Guinevere out to be a 
saint. “You don t expect me to tell the story as it happened, do you?” Sophie 
had teased back home. Every fairy tale could be twisted to serve a purpose. 
Good could turn into Evil, Evil into Good, back and forth, back and forth, 
Just like ıt had in the war between the schools a year ago. Even now, Sophie 
was vowing she was Good, while everything in their story was telling 
Agatha she was Evil. 

“There’s no shield between the two schools, only around the perimeter 
gates,” Hester was saying to Anadil. “But even so, she can’t swim to 
Tedros, with those crogs in the moat—” 

“Crogs?” Agatha asked, turning to them. 

“Those spiny white crocodiles. They only attack girls,’ Anadil said 
impatiently. 

Agatha thought back to the cesspool in the Woods—the female deer 
dragged under by the crogs, while the male stag swam untouched. She felt 
doubly relieved she hadn’t tried to cross. 

“And she can’t use the sewers since they’re blocked,” Hester was saying. 
“She can’t even use the west Forest gate—” 

“Is the Bridge portal still up here?”” Agatha said, scanning the roof. 

Hester frowned. “I told you, Tedros couldn t have said “bridge”——” 

The door opened behind them and butterflies flapped in, just in time to 
hear the girls ramble cheerfully about how much they enjoyed rooftop 
picnics, while rain soaked their clothes and ruined their food. 

With the glass castle falling into shadows, Agatha headed to Female 
Talents, increasingly edgy for the night. But unlike the rest of the faculty, 
Professor Sheeba Sheeks didn’t even bother trying to teach. Once a 
fearsome teacher of villain talents, now she stood at the fore of a rainbow- 
lollipop room in her busty red velvet gown, boils on both dark-skinned 
cheeks, clutching a letter on sparkled, butterfly-themed stationery. 

“The Dean has put me in charge of the s-s-school—” She choked. 
“Play.” She collapsed against the wall. “Auditions begin on the 15th 
evening in the Supper Hall.” 

“What's the show?” Beatrix asked. 

But Professor Sheeks was too shaken to answer. Blinking pallidly, she 
took in the bright swirl of lollipops, the Nevers sitting with Evers, and the 


sparkly edict to direct an all-female play ... “Devil’s School!” she gasped, 
and made the girls read from The Art of Feminine Wiles for the rest of class. 

As the other girls flipped pages, Agatha gazed out at the fortress of fog 
over Halfway Bay, so thick she could barely see the splashes of lightning 
behind it. A few more hours and she’d have her chance to rewrite her fairy 
tale once and for all. But could she actually go through with it? Even with 
Sophie turning deadly, could she kiss Tedros knowing it was forever? 

Agatha suddenly noticed a scrap of parchment caught under Arachne’s 
chair. Two girls had exchanged notes in the previous session. Agatha slid it 
over with her clump and scooped it into her hands. She recognized both 
scripts. 


SOPHIE: dis there a wan tor a. Girl to get ko Ane Boys 
stoot? 


BEATRIX: No, course nok Why? 
SOPHIE: Jug making sure 


Agatha’s hands crumpled it. Sophie was on to her. 

As she hustled to the Blue Forest for her last class, Agatha could feel her 
head throbbing, at a loss how to both get to a school with no route and 
ensure Sophie didn’t see her. Scurrying past the Gallery of Good, she 
noticed two silhouettes through the cracked-open door. Agatha caught a 
flash of ginger hair— 

“Pve given you two weeks,” the Dean’s voice snapped. 

“But I’ve tried!” said a low voice. 

“If you want to stay here, you have to find a wa—” 

The Dean paused suddenly and spun. The doorway was empty. 

Strange, Agatha thought, stealing out of the hall. For she was quite sure 
the voice talking to the Dean belonged to the same girl no one thought 
could speak. 


Once a lively gathering place for lunch between Good and Evil, the 
Clearing had overgrown to dead, crackling weeds. As Agatha came through 
Good’s Tunnel of Trees, she saw a squirrel corpse rotting in the empty field 
and a faded pink bow near it, matching the one Princess Uma used to wear 
in her hair. The Evil tunnel, now the passage to the Boys’ school, had been 


sealed with rocks— whether by the boys or girls, Agatha didn’t know. Still, 
the teachers felt scared enough to confine the girls inside for meals, which 
made Agatha uneasy about crossing into the Blue Forest, sprawling directly 
beneath the boys’ jagged towers. 

A year before, the Blue Forest was a quiet, gated paradise, with every 
leaf, flower, and blade of grass a different hue of blue, meant to remind the 
students it was only a simulation of the more dangerous Woods. But now, as 
Agatha hurried through the gate, a winter breeze swirling, she could hear 
the chants of warmongering princes from those Woods: “Death to Girls! 
Death to Girls!” 

In the cobalt Fernfield, girls sorted into their Forest Groups for Surviving 
Fairy Tales. Kiko and Beatrix followed Group 9’s tree nymph to the Blue 
Brook, Anadil and Hester trailed Group 4’s water siren to the Turquoise 
Thicket, while Agatha tried to glimpse Group 3’s flag through the tall ferns. 
Sensing the girls’ arrıvals, the princes’ chants from the Woods turned cruel 
and obscene, prompting Mona, Arachne, and the rest of Group 12 to lob 
blue pumpkins over the gate at them. The savage princes fired arrows back, 
only to find them consumed by the enchanted shield over the perimeter 
gate. 

Under dark clouds, Agatha felt war about to break. Kissing Tedros 
wouldn’t just save the girls from Sophie’s witch. It would save them from a 
massacre if the princes found a way through the shield. 

But how could she leave Dot on her own to guard blood-hungry princes? 
And yet, abandoning her post tonight was the only way to meet Tedros 
without Sophie knowing— 

“Guess what?” 

Agatha turned to see Sophie bounding towards her, wrapped in a thick 
blue cape. “I can watch you on guard!” 

Agatha staggered back. There were no other girls nearby. “W-w-what?” 

“Couldn’t wear that ghastly shawl anymore. All those puppies—thought 
it’d start barking any moment,” Sophie sighed. “Beatrix graciously lent me 
her cape from the room, and I happened to glance out our window and see 
where you'll be guarding! Speaking of which, did you know Beatrix’s 
great-grandfather made Snow White’s wedding gown? That girl might be 
mental, but her fabrics are exquisi—” She saw Agatha’s face and cleared 


her throat. “In any case, now I can make sure you’re safe from princes all 
night.” Sophie nudged her. “A witch wouldn’t do that, would she?” 

“But—but—” Agatha stared at the cape that covered almost all of 
Sophie’s skin, and knew the real reason she’d traded the shawl for it. “W-w- 
what about beauty sleep—” 

“You would watch me on guard, Aggie.” Sophie squeezed her shoulder. 
“What's a friend for?” 

Agatha chilled to Sophie”s touch. Somewhere a pigeon squawked. 

“Uh—sorry—friend calling—” Agatha gasped, sprinting away from her. 

Thankfully, Sophie wasn’t in her Forest Group, so when Agatha found 
Kiko, Dot, and the rest of Group 3 at the Fernfield’s edge, she grabbed Dot. 
“Warts—cape—turning—” Agatha stuttered, gulping breaths. “You were 
right! She knows!” 

“I thought I told you to stay away from her!” Dot hissed. 

“She’s watching us tonight! From our room!” 

“What!” 

“We have to block her view somehow—” 

“And here I thought you failed by accident,” a voice lashed. 

Agatha turned to see Sophie staring at her with shock. 

Agatha floundered for words, but Sophie’s stare turned ice-cold as she 
backed into the ferns and ran away. 

“You're so dead,” Dot croaked. 

Agatha’s gut twisted, watching Sophie disappear. “But she—she seems 
so hurt—” 

“How many times will you make the same mistake, Agatha? She’s a 
good actress.” 

Agatha’s stomach wrenched deeper, knowing Dot was right. 

“Ahem.” 

Both girls turned to see a frowning old gnome with long white hair and 
tanned, wrinkly skin in a hideous dress, pointy lavender hat, and wobbly 
heeled shoes. Agatha coughed. It was as if Yuba, her once crotchety, male 
gnome teacher, had turned into a frumpy housewife. 

“I see our Reader has decided this is Surviving Chitchat,” the gnome 
grouched in a hoary voice that sounded just like Yuba’s, only higher. “My 
name is Professor Helga, and Pm afraid we'll have to do proper 


introductions later. Can’t be holding back the whole group for a new arrival. 
Now as for today’s lesson—” 

Agatha frowned and nudged Kiko. “Um, isn’t that ...” 

“We thought that too,” Kiko whispered. “But any male would have been 
evicted, so it can’t be Yuba! Plus the girls dared me to double-check.” 

“Double-check?” 

“Don’t ask. But trust me when I say she’s a woman,” Kiko said. 

“Come, girls,” said Helga, guiding the students into the Forest with her 
long white staff. “Last year you learned to tell an ordinary plant from a 
mogrified human! Today we’ll be learning how to tell if it’s a boy Mogrif or 
a girl Mogrif! Extremely useful in these times ...” 

Agatha followed, knowing there was only one thing useful to boys or 
girls right now. 

How many warts Sophie was hiding beneath that cape. 


Eight hours later, at the stroke of ten, Agatha was back in the Blue Forest 
with Dot, being fitted with steel guard armor by Lady Lesso and Professor 
Dovey. Agatha tried repeatedly to whisper to them, but both shushed her, 
eyeing the blue butterflies circling overhead like drones, lit up by the 
torches over the north entrance gate. Still, the girls could feel their teachers’ 
frustration, for they brusquely slapped on their breastplates and pauldrons 
as if harnessing horses. 

“I don’t know how boys wear this,” Dot grumped as Lady Lesso shoved 
a helmet on her. “It’s heavy, itchy, and it smells.” 

Agatha couldn’t bear it anymore. “Professors, Sophie knows I’m seeing 
Tedr—” 

Lady Lesso stomped on her foot and Agatha clammed up. Dot couldn’t 
possibly be right about this woman having a family. If Lady Lesso ever had 
a child, it would have murdered her in her sleep. 

Agatha’s jaw clenched tighter as Professor Dovey fastened her musty 
helmet. What good was a fairy godmother if you couldn’t talk to her? 
Irritated, Agatha’s thoughts drifted to what had happened after classes. 
When the girls returned from Forest Groups, she’d laid down in Hester’s 
room. It’d been almost two days since she’d closed her eyes ... weeks since 
she felt safe, if even for a moment. She couldn’t remember falling asleep, 


only blurring thoughts of capes and warts ... the sensation of a boiling red 
rain ... the prickle of thorns ... a taste of blood ... 

Agatha’s body seized. Wake up! 

Pain screamed through her stomach, dragging her back under, and 
something inside her was born. A pure white seed, then a blurry, milky face, 
bigger, bigger, until she saw a boy’s blue eyes cut right through her— 

“NO!” She thrashed awake into Hester’s arms. 


“Shhhh ... just a dream ...,” Hester soothed. Anadil looked worried 
beside her. 
“B-b-but—1t was a Nemesis Dream—” Agatha stammered. “It was 


Tedros—his face—” 

“Evers can’t have Nemesis Dreams, Agatha,” Hester sighed, putting a 
tray of braised beef and potatoes in front of her. 

“But I tasted blood—and I saw him—” 

“Only villains dream of their one true enemy.” Anadil poured her a mug 
of ginger beer, which one of her rats promptly jumped in. “Princesses like 
you dream of your true love, remember? That’s why you saw his face.” 

“But—suppose it’s a trap—” Agatha said manically. “Suppose Tedros 
isn’t my happy ending—” 

“The only other ending is we all die!” Hester roared, demon tattoo 
twitching. “Sophie’s about to be a witch again, Agatha! You said it 
yourself! She’s probably covered in warts by now!” 

Frightened, Agatha refocused as Hester and Anadil explained the plan to 
break into the School for Boys. 

“There’s no guarantee it will get you to Tedros,” Hester warned at the 
end, “but it’s our best hope. So remember, first wait until—” 

“Are you sure I shouldn’t use the Bridge?” Agatha prodded. 

Hester’s demon exploded off her neck at her and Anadil had to strike it 
down. 

Now, as her teachers snapped on the last of her and Dot’s armor, Agatha 
tried to remember every step of her friends’ plan. 

Professor Dovey watched the hovering butterflies. “The night is long,” 
she said to Agatha vaguely. “Be careful.” 

“Cast your glow into the sky if the enchanted shield breaks,” Lady Lesso 
ordered Dot as she strapped on her sword. “Don’t dare take on the princes 
yourself.” 


“Why would she be by herself?” the Dean’s voice cooed as she sauntered 
up behind them. “Agatha will be by her side all night.” 

“Of course she will,’ Lady Lesso stiffened quickly, not looking at the 
Dean. “But Dot has a reputation for rash decisions and idiotic behavior.” 

“T do,” Dot chimed, munching a codpiece turned to cabbage. 

The Dean smiled. “Shall we move to your posts?” 

Agatha saw Lady Lesso and Professor Dovey give her the same scared 
but hopeful nods, as if sending her on a quest from which she might not 
return. 

“Bet boys pee in this. That’s why it smells,” Dot grumbled through her 
helmet as she and Agatha waddled in full armor behind the Dean, towards 
the south gate, leaving the teachers behind. Agatha could hear the buzz of 
the princes get louder, drowned out by her thumping heart. 

“Dean Sader?” 

“Yes, Agatha?” 

“What if Sophie’s turning into a witch again?” 

“I see no reason to worry,” the Dean answered without turning. 

“But suppose you can’t see it?” Agatha pressed her. “Suppose we can see 
what you can’t?” 

“Well, dear.” The Dean glanced back. “Sometimes we see what we want 
to see.” 

She smiled and swept ahead towards the princes’ chants. 

Agatha froze cold in the thicket, her last hope for help gone. 

Only she could stop the witch now. 

“Agatha, look!” 

Agatha spun to Dot, stopped behind her. Slowly Agatha followed her 
gaze up to the moonlit towers shimmering over the Forest, windows all 
dark, except for one. 

Sophie’s emerald eyes glared down at her through its shadows, glowing 
like tainted stars. 

Agatha forced a smile, holding in tears. 

One day Sophie would understand why she’d done it. 

There, in a blue forest, far away from home, Agatha silently said good- 
bye to her best friend. 

Then she turned her back and moved on. 

Her prince was waiting. 
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Double Crossings 


“Y ou two are very codependent,” Beatrix yawned from bed, squinting at 
Sophie perched on the blue-glass windowsill. 

“Just want to make sure she”s safe.” Sophie peered down at the two 
armored knights, one short, one tall, standing in the blue pumpkin patch 
near the Woods gate. 





“You sound ... like ... a ... prince ...,” Beatrix babbled before her 
breaths turned heavy, untroubled by the angry chants echoing outside. 

Sophie could barely see the source of these chants over the spiked gates, 
just snatches of the princes” shadowed, distorted faces and shredded 
clothes. Nothing in this world was ever certain. Princes could become as 


frightening as ogres. Princesses could become villains. Best friends could 
become enemies. 

Sophie’s eyes watered. After returning home, all she had wanted was to 
be Good. She wasn’t perfect, of course—her father could attest to that—but 
she’d been a true friend to Agatha and tried to live by her example. Every 
day she’d fought to keep her Evil thoughts at bay, the rages and storms that 
swelled in her heart. And what had she earned in return? Betrayed for a 
prince. Branded a witch. Avoided like a plague. And now Agatha was one 
kiss away from abandoning her forever. Sophie wiped her eyes, sniffling. 
Who was the Evil one now? 

But hours passed, and neither Dot nor Agatha budged from the 
pumpkins, enduring the princes’ blind threats and their weapons fired and 
absorbed into the enchanted shield over the gates. Midnight came and went, 
then two o’clock ... four o’clock ... 

Agatha made no move towards Tedros’ castle. 

Finally, as the moon sank into the glow of a new sun, Agatha still in 
place, Sophie colored with shame. This school had turned both of them 
distrustful. After what happened during Forest Groups, Agatha must have 
come to her senses. It was natural for both of them to have doubts about the 
other, Sophie consoled herself. But their friendship was stronger than doubt. 
Soon they’d wish for each other and mean it, ready to leave this place 
behind. Soon they’d be back home like Agatha promised, Tedros gone 
forever. 

Resting her head against the glass, Sophie realized how exhausted she 
was. Adrenaline had kept her up for two days straight, but now her thoughts 
thinned to fragments and flowed into dream ... 

Her mittened hand picking moss from a neglected grave ... a butterfly, 
carved into its stone ... two swans etched into the graves beside it ... one 
swan white ... one swan black ... black like a shadow torn apart by his 
Good twin ... black like dead feathers strewn across the ground ... black 
like the unnatural sky ... 

Sophie’s eyes flared open. The sky over the Woods gate had gone pitch- 
dark—torches extinguished, moonlight snuffed. The princes howled with 
confusion before the torch and moon suddenly returned, leaving them 
dumbstruck at the passing eclipse. But Sophie knew it wasn’t an eclipse at 
all. It was a Lights-Out Jinx. She’d seen one used in last year’s Trial ... 


It was Agatha’s favorite spell. 

Sophie leapt to her feet—but neither of the knights had shifted from their 
post. Sophie groaned and plopped down on her bed. Enough paranoia. Time 
to sleep. She pulled back her bedcovers but felt herself hesitate. Slowly she 
turned to the window again. 

The taller knight had lost an armored shoe. The orphaned shoe was 
clearly visible a few feet away, but neither the taller nor the shorter knight 
made an effort to retrieve it. 

Sophie squinted closer and saw that shoeless Agatha was having trouble 
standing, while Dot tried to prop her up. But the more Dot tried to help, the 
more Agatha flailed and flubbered, until finally the two knights fell to the 
ground, Dot’s sword slipping from its sheath as she squealed in horror. Dot 
lunged to grab it, but it was too late—Agatha crashed face-first on the 
sword in a terrible heap and impaled on the blade, severing her neck. 

Sophie opened her mouth to scream, watching Agatha’s head roll out of 
its helmet 

Agatha’s big, blue pumpkin head. 

Sophie froze. Dot slowly looked up from the Forest, covered in pulp and 
seeds. 

Blood roared through Sophie’s veins. 

She’d been tricked. 





“By the time Dot restores the light, you should be at the Turquoise 
Thicket,” Hester had drilled Agatha again and again. “Sophie won’t be able 
to see you through the trees. Just mogrify into something small and get to 
Tedros as fast as you can.” 

Yet when the light returned over the princes, Agatha was sprinting back 
to the girls’ castle instead. For one thing, Agatha still didn’t trust her magic 
enough to mogrify, given what happened at Stefan’s wedding. For another, 
surely the boys protected their school against magical entry, given they’d 
spent an entire unit in Chivalry last year on Castle Defense. 

But most of all, she knew what she’d heard. No matter what the witches 
said, her heart put its faith in Tedros. 

Stealing back into the girls’ castle on bare feet, Agatha knew there was 
only one way to Halfway Bridge. A stream of patrolling butterflies zoomed 
out of the foyer before Agatha skittered from behind the obelisk of girl’s 


portraits and slipped up the Honor steps, past darkened dorm rooms, 
candied classrooms, and the two-floor Library of Virtue, and through the 
frosted door onto the roof. 

The hedges of Guinevere’s menagerie had a cold green glow under the 
moon, which lit up the queen’s sleek frame in each scene. Though she’d 
been young when Sophie’s mother died, Agatha remembered she had the 
same slender hips and bony build, so different from Callis, Honora, or the 
other mothers of Gavaldon, who lived on meat and mash. Together, she and 
paunchy Honora must have made an odd sight as best friends, Agatha 
thought. 

Just like her and Sophie. 

Agatha squashed her guilt. How many times will you make the same 
mistake? 

Pushing forward, she kept her eyes peeled for water. That was the secret 
portal last year to the bridge between schools. Find the scene with water ... 

Across the roof, a torch suddenly sparked in the highest floor of Charity’s 
glass tower. The Dean’s office. Did the Dean know she’d escaped guard? 

Agatha stifled her panic and quickly wove through the hedges— 
Guinevere ruling from her throne, Guinevere with the Knights of the Round 
Table, Guinevere beheading a giant with her sword ... As if she’d ruled 
Camelot all by herself, Agatha thought, feeling strangely defensive of 
Tedros’ father. Keeping an eye on the Dean’s office, Agatha didn’t catch 
any hint of water as she neared a high wall of sharp purple thorns at the end 
of the menagerie. But just as she lost hope and set to turn back, she heard 
shallow burbling behind the thorned wall. 

In a pond shimmering with reflected stars, Guinevere bathed baby Tedros 
in his baptismal robes. Agatha felt touched by the sight of her prince, 
helpless in his mother’s arms ... until she saw his mother’s face. For even 
though the hedge leaves softened the details of it, 1t was crystal clear what 
Arthur’s once-queen thought of her new son. Glaring at Tedros, Guinevere’s 
mouth snarled with hate. 

She wasn’t bathing him. She was drowning him. 

Agatha blanched. Whatever happened tonight, whatever happened in her 
story from here, Tedros couldn’t ever see this. 

She wheeled to see torch flare spilling through the Dean’s office, the door 
swinging open ... With a prayer, Agatha jumped into Guinevere’s pond and 


instantly felt a blast of white-hot light— 

A moment later, she stood dry in a crystal-blue archway on Halfway 
Bridge, panting with relief. But as she looked out at the long, narrow stone 
span into the School for Boys, Agatha’s relief vanished. 

Now she saw why the witches said not to use it. 


Sophie’s pink feathers shivered in gusty wind as her hawk flew across the 
sky towards the School for Boys. She’d been scared to mogrify again after 
the cat incident, but rage blasted away any fear. She had to get to Tedros 
before Agatha kissed him. 

Angry tears dripped onto Sophie’s wings. She’d lost her mother. She’d 
lost her prince. She couldn’t lose her only friend too. Why did everything 
she love try to leave her? 

I cant lose Agatha, she prayed. Not the one person who kept her Good. 
Not the one person who kept the witch dead. 

Not Agatha. 

With an anguished caw, she ripped towards the boys’ jagged red towers 


CRACK! 

An electric shock stabbed through her and she plummeted out of the sky. 
Sophie tried to flap her wings, but every inch of her body was paralyzed. 
Mogrif shield, Sophie gasped. Hurtling towards Evil’s shore, her feathers 
violently sloughed to skin, her beak to lips, her body to human, preventing 
any return to bird—before she belly-flopped into mulch, fifty feet from 
Evil’s entrance tunnel. Sophie’s groans snuffled against wet earth, her legs 
sticky and cold. For a moment, she was grateful the shield had reverted her 
without any trouble, given what happened in Lesso’s class. Then reality set 
in. 

She was splayed bare in dirt, outside the School for Boys. 

How could she be so stupid! Of course they enchanted the school against 
Mogrifs! Tedros wouldn’t just leave his tower unprotected! She was too 
scared to move or look up. How long until the boys came for her? How 
could she stop Agatha and Tedros now? And how would she find clothes? 

Sophie willed herself not to faint or throw up. All she needed to find was 
a few leafy vines or ferns; she’d made wearable ensembles out of far less. 
She looked up determinedly to the boggy field and froze. 


On the ground under her face was a crinkly blackish sheath of scales ... 
like a snake’s shed skin, only twice as long and thick. Sophie’s eyes slowly 
moved to another shed sheath a few feet in front of her. Then two more ... 

Sophie raised her head. She was surrounded by snakeskins. More than 
she could count. 

Through darkness, she saw their makers rise from the mulch. Acid-green 
eyes glowed under misshapen, flattened black heads, their thick, eel-like 
trunks speared with needles through every scale. Sophie scrambled back, 
only to see more rising behind her. They curled higher, in a perfect circle, 
trapping her right and left, front and rear, high and low. With identical grins, 
they silently flicked tongues and glared down at the intruder, waiting for her 
move. 

There was only one to make. 

Sophie flung out her glowing finger—the snakes lunged instantly and 
pinned her body to the ground, spread-eagled to sacrifice. Needles slashed 
into her wrists and ankles as the snakes unleashed ugly, screeching hisses, 
drowning out her cries. Sophie heard boys’ voices echo through the 
entrance tunnel, following the alarm, and knew she was doomed. 

“Why can’t I kill her!” a weaselly voice said. 

“Get back to your guard,” retorted a harsh deeper voice. 

“But I heard the spiricks first!” the weaselly voice mewled. “Suppose it’s 
her—” 

“Shut up!” barked the deep voice. “Boys, weapons ready!” 

Sophie’s nails clawed at dirt. Please ... I don t want to die ... But now she 
could see the glint of swords and hooded shadows down the tunnel. They 
were seconds away. 

Then suddenly out of pain, a memory came back like a song ... 

Snakeskin under her hands as Professor Manley spoke of its magical 
properties in an Uglification class ... sounds of her Evil cackles high in a 
tower as she pulled that same snakeskin over her body ... the cries of Evers 
and Nevers all around ... “Where’d she go!” “Where s the witch?” 

“But I want to kill Sophie!” the weaselly voice said, eliciting a chorus of 
snickers. 

“As if you could kill a toad,” said the deep-voiced boy. “Or a girl you’re 
soft for.” 

“T’m not soft for anyone!” 





Sophie’s fingerglow flickered as snake needles stabbed into her palm. 
She gasped in agony, trying to visualize the spell. 

“Shhh! I hear her!” 

Snakeskins shivered on the ground around her— 

“Ready ... set...” 

Hundreds of skins rose into air over the snakes— 

“Charge!” 

Four enormous boys in red hoods and black uniforms dashed from the 
tunnel, swords aimed— 

“Holy hell,’ growled their strapping, deep-voiced leader, a gold badge 
over his snake crest. In the dirt pit, confused snakes hissed at each other— 
nothing pinned beneath. The leader shot a spell at them and the snakes fled, 
shrieking. He ripped off his hood, revealing spiked black hair, ghostly pale 
cheekbones, throbbing blue veins, and lethal, violet eyes. “Stupid spiricks.” 

Needle cuts burning, Sophie endured the pain, invisible under the mound 
of sheathed skins. 

A last scrawny hood bumbled from the tunnel. “You think I’m soft?” the 
weaselly boy cried, tearing off his mask. “Wait until I win the treasure! Just 
wait!” 

Sophie held in a gasp. Hort had grown in her time away, now sporting 
whiskers on his chin, wilder black hair, and beady brown eyes that no 
longer looked like a little boy’s. “I’ll buy Dad a gold coffin. Two years he’s 
waited for a grave. Killed by Peter Pan himself, my dad.” He glowered at 
the empty pit. “You'll see, Aric! PII be the one to kill Sophie. You don’t 
know my villain talent!” 

“Turnin’ to a man-wolf for three seconds at a time?” said Aric, and his 
henchmen chuckled. 

“That’s not true!” Hort howled, chasing them towards the tunnel. “I can 
last long now! You’ll see!” 

Watching them go, Sophie sighed with relief— 

Aric whirled, sword thrust out. Sophie stiffened like a corpse as he stared 
at the spot where she lay naked, his violet eyes narrowed. 

“What is it, captain?” his henchman asked. 

Aric listened to the silence. 

“Come on,” he grunted at last, and led his troops into the boys’ castle, 
Hort runting at the rear. 


None of them saw the flash of pink glow in the bog behind, turning 
invisible skins into an invisible cape. 


Halfway Bridge had been blown up. 

From the towers, all Agatha had seen was the swirling fog cloaking its 
midpoint. But now, standing in the cold, thick haze, she gazed down at the 
splintered rock around a gaping hole. The Bridge had been shattered with 
such force that the stone on either side drooped limply towards the rusted 
red moat below. Jagged slivers shed off both ends into the white crogs’ 
thrashing snouts, sensing a girl above. 

How stupid she was to ignore the witches, Agatha gritted, dashing 
blindly back into fog towards the portal. She glanced up at the lightening 
sky. She had an hour at most to find another route that wasn’t the sewers, 
moat, or— 

A butterfly exploded towards her out of fog and squawked with 
discovery. Agatha gasped and shot it with her lit-up finger but missed, and 
it surged yelping through the portal, back to the Dean. 

Agatha froze in terror. If she was caught here, Tedros’ and her story 
would be over before it began. Sophie’s witch would kill them both. 

Hands shaking, she slowly looked back at the boys’ castle across the 
broken Bridge. 

“Cross the Bridge,” Tedros had ordered. 

There's no way, Agatha thought, panicked— 

Cross the Bridge. 

Cross it. 

Agatha stared down at the blown-up hole. Last year, against all odds, 
she’d done what no one else had been able to do: move between Good and 
Evil. Tedros had faith she could do it again. 

Cross the Bridge. 

Heart rattling, Agatha charged towards the broken gap. As her bare feet 
curled over the stone’s cliff edge, she thrust out her hand, praying she was 
right— 

Nothing but cold, empty breeze. 

Jaw clenching, Agatha reached her fingertips farther, right foot leaving 
stone, only to feel more air skim uselessly through fingers. Sweat streamed 


down her ribs. Reach any more, and she’d fall into the moat. The spiny 
crogs snapped and splashed in red waves below, jostling for first feed. 

Agatha welled frantic tears, knowing the Dean would be here any 
moment. She only had one choice left ... 

Trust Tedros with her life. 

Agatha exhaled slowly. Her left foot skated over the edge as she tilted 
forward on her right, surrendering to faith. Her right toes slid farther across 
the pockmarked stone, then her arch, then her heel, hands grasping at 
nothing ... nothing ... Her foot lost the edge, and with a cry she toppled 
towards the moat, hands blindly flailing— 

Something. 

Agatha’s palms smashed into a hard, invisible barrier and she ricocheted 
back, falling to the girls’ side of the Bridge. 

In the hidden barrier, a reflection fogged into place. Her own face glared 
down at her, crystal clear. 


“Girls with Girls 

Boys with Boys 

Back to your castle 
Before you’re destroyed.” 


Agatha paled with surprise. Why was everything in this school so much 
worse than before? 

“Told you last year, didn’t I? Good with Good, Evil with Evil,” her 
reflection grinned. “But you thought you were better than the rules. Now 
look what you’ve gotten yourself into.” 

“Let me pass,” Agatha demanded, glancing back anxiously for the Dean. 

“We’ll be happier on this side,” said her reflection. “Boys ruin 
everything.” 

“And a witch will ruin even more,” Agatha retorted. “I’m saving both 
schools—” 

“So this is all about Good now, is it?” her face smirked. “Not about a Girl 
who wants a Boy.” 

“T said let me pass.” 

“Try all you want. You won’t trick me again,” her reflection said. 
“You’re obviously a Girl.” 


“And what makes a Girl?” Agatha asked. 

“Allthe things a Boy is not.” 

Agatha frowned. “And what makes a Boy?” 

“All the things a Girl is not.” 

“But you still haven’t told me what a Boy or Girl is.” 

“I know someone who wishes for a Boy must be a Girl,” her reflection 
said confidently. 

“And why’s that?” 

“Because Girls wish for Boys and Boys wish for Girls and you wished 
for a Boy so that makes you a Girl. Now back to your castle or—” 

“And what would that make someone who kissed a Girl?” 

“Kissed a Girl?” her reflection said, suddenly wary. 

“Kissed a Girl to life like all the best princes,” Agatha glowered. 

Her reflection glowered back. “Definitely a Boy.” 

Agatha’s lips curled. “Exactly.” 

Her image gasped, deceived once again—and vanished into thin air. 

Agatha glanced down at the red moat churning beneath the deadly high 
gap. Trembling, she reached her pale, naked foot over thin air and this time 
felt it land on an invisible step. 

Agatha looked down at herself, floating magically over the crogs 
gnashing in fury. In disbelief, she took another step forward over the gap, 
then another, until she crossed back onto the other side of the stone bridge, 
Tedros’ call answered. 

Sophie would never catch them now. 

Fear leeched out of Agatha’s chest, giving way to hope. Tedros had saved 
her from the witch, and now she would save him. 

Stomach filling with butterflies for their meeting to come, Agatha 
sprinted towards the boys’ castle, armed with the deepest faith in her prince. 


Far behind, in the shadows of the Girls’ blue archway, Dean Sader’s green 
eyes pierced the fog. But watching her student vanish into the rotted towers, 
she made no move. 

Sophie chasing Agatha. Agatha chasing her prince. 

Two friends once unbreakable and now torn apart. 

The Dean turned and sauntered back to her castle. 

Be careful what you wish for, girls. 


Her gap-toothed grin gleamed through darkness. 
Be careful what you wish for, indeed. 
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The Uninvited Guest 


“Wait!” Hort yelped, chasing Aric and his men through the serrated tunnel 
shaped like a crocodile snout. “Shouldn’t we search the shore?” 

He scrambled to keep up as the tunnel grew narrower and narrower. 

“Mogrif shield wouldn't activate for nothing! Spiricks must have caught 
somethi—” 

But Aric and the boys had already vanished into the foyer. Hort peered 
back down the dark tunnel, tempted to go searching himself, but his hair 
was itchy with lice and his stomach rumbly. “Bet the girls have decent 
meals,” he moped, turning for the castle— 





A pink blast of light sizzled his skull and he crashed to the floor, head 
slamming on stone. 

When Hort’s eyes fluttered open, he found himself splayed in his 
underpants and nothing else. Given he tended to lose his clothes quite often, 
Hort didn’t think much of this until he looked up. “What in the ...” 


His black-and-red uniform magically floated away from him, towards the 
swarthy torchlight of the boys’ castle, before it swallowed into thin air and 
disappeared. 


As she entered the boys’ rotted foyer, Sophie made sure the invisible cape 
covered every sliver of Hort’s suffocatingly snug uniform. (For a moment, 
she panicked that she’d swelled in size—then remembered Hort’s meager 
chest and flat bottom.) Under the cape, she’d stay undetected, provided she 
didn’t puke from the castle’s stench. 

Worse than Evil's, she thought, like sweaty socks doused in vinegar. She 
knew it must be the unwashed Neverboys, for the Everboys of Good were 
almost fussier about hygiene than the girls. Even after double Swordplay 
sessions last year, they’d come to lunch, hair wet, smelling minty clean, as 
if they’d collectively made a trip to the bath post-class. How were they 
possibly surviving in this rathole? 

Besides an extra coat of grime and a few more leaks, the Evil foyer 
looked much the same. Through the sunken anteroom, she saw the three 
black, crooked staircases twist up to the three towers, carved MALICE, 
MISCHIEF, and VICE. Demonic gargoyles glared down from the rafters, 
torches flaring in their mouths. But as Sophie stepped into the light, she saw 
the boys had left their mark. 

Crumbly columns decorated with swinging trolls and imps that once 
spelled N-E-V-E-R now spelled B-O-Y-S, while the iron statue of a bald, 
toothless witch had been decapitated. At the rear of the stair room, the door 
to the Theater of Tales had been sealed with a neurotic number of bars and 
locks, preventing any access to the Tunnel of Trees behind the theater. 
Sophie’s eyes drifted up the scorched walls, where thousands of crammed 
alumni portraits flaunted only boys’ faces, both Evers and Nevers. A year 
ago, her portrait had stood out among the villains on this very wall. Now 
Tedros’ took its place, with its halo of gold hair and cocksure smile. 
Sophie’s heart twinged at their resemblance. We’d have looked so perfect 
together. 

Faint shouts echoed high above, with the sounds of tramping boots. 
Sophie tore eyes from Tedros, remembering everything he’d taken from her 
... her dreams, her innocence, her dignity. He wouldn’t take Agatha too. 


Pulling her vanishing cape tight, Sophie followed the echoes up the 
Malice staircase—but not before shooting a spell behind her, setting the 
prince’s face aflame. 


Agatha expected Tedros to be waiting for her once she slogged up the 
decaying thirty-flight staircase from the Bridge to the open-air belfry. After 
all, she’d crossed the Bridge as ordered and come to him at risk to her life 
and others’. But the belfry’s round cloister was deserted, shadowed by the 
School Master’s sky-high tower rising above it. Whats he waiting for? 
Agatha thought, glaring up at its distant window. 

With less than an hour before Sophie woke up, Agatha didn’t have time 
for a prince’s poor planning. If Tedros wasn’t going to come to her, she 
knew who would take her to him. 


A castle full of boys can end one of two ways. Either its inhabitants channel 
aggression into order, discipline, and productivity. Or they degenerate into 
hormonal apes. As Sophie stepped onto the fifth floor of Malice Hall, she 
saw Tedros’ school had gone the latter. 

Hooting, half-naked boys in black breeches hung from the rafters and 
crammed into every inch of the sweltering hall, as if spending time in each 
other’s sweat was preferable to being in their rooms. The scorched stone 
floor was smeared with rotted banana, breadcrumbs, egg yolks, ham bones, 
chicken feathers, and milky stains, while the gray brick walls were 
graffitied with infantile warmongering against girls—WHO NEEDS GIRLS, I 
HATE GIRLS, and caricatures of Evergirls and Nevergirls being eaten by 
wolves, pitched from towers, and cast off a ship plank. Hidden against the 
wall, Sophie inched closer, expecting nothing less from smelly, villainous 
Neverboys ... until she saw it wasn’t the Neverboys at all. 

Hairy, burly Chaddick swung from the ceiling, whooping and kicking 
open rooms, while handsome, dark-skinned Nicholas fired stun spells at a 
cornered mouse. Regal-nosed Tarquin and muscled Oliver took turns 
punching each other’s flat stomachs; baby-faced Hiro led a burping contest; 
and quiet Bastian beat bongos, all pausing to join Chaddick’s fist-raising 
chant of “We Are Men, Mighty and Free.” 

Sophie blinked, aghast. What happened to beautiful, chivalrous 
Everboys? What happened to princes-to-be? 


“Bonded by strength and fraternity,’ the boys bellowed, “Gods beyond 
authority—” 

A door slammed open. “If we’re not back to Good and Evil soon, I’m 
going to kill all of you,” Ravan hissed in his pajamas, matted black hair and 
brown skin oilier than ever. “It’s enough we’re out of food, we’ve lost our 
teachers, and we’re down to the only floor in this stinking castle with 
bathrooms that ain’t flooded. All you have to do is slay one witch—one 
measly witch—and you’re too busy havin’ a house party!” 

Pointy-eared Vex blearily poked out next to him. “Isn’t killing witches 
Good’s job?” he yawned. 

“There is no Good as long as there’s Girls!” Chaddick barked back. 
“We’re men first!” 

“Men first!” Everboys chorused. 

“We want to stay up all night and never bathe? We want to raise hell and 
never clean? We want to mark our territory like dogs?” Chaddick 
thundered. ““Who’s gonna stop us!” 

No wonder it smells, Sophie thought, invisible in the corner. She squinted 
out the window at the School Master’s soaring spire. How would she get up 
there? And how would she get to Tedros in time? Her stomach plunged. 
Suppose Agatha was already with him! 

Sophie slowly unclenched. She was still here, wasn’t she? Which meant 
Agatha hadn’t kissed her prince yet. Her pulse quickened with hope. 
Perhaps Agatha hadn’t made it to the boys’ school at all. 

She shielded her ears from Everboys’ deafening stomps and monkey 
hoots, as more and more Neverboys jabbed sleepy heads out. 

“You hear me!” Chaddick howled, pounding his chest. “Who’s gonna 
stop u—” 

A purple spell slammed into him, zipping his mouth shut. Sophie twirled 
and saw Aric stomp by, violet eyes glowing, followed by his four chiseled 
henchmen. Spooked boys straightened in front of their doors, hands to head 
in salute, as Aric paced through the hall, inspecting each. Only Chaddick 
didn’t raise his hand. Aric leaned in and glared into his gray eyes. 

“May I remind you that given your failure to kill Sophie in the Woods, 
Master Tedros has replaced you as captain,” Aric said, gold badge glinting. 
“And unfortunately, neither I nor my henchmen have the same tolerance for 
idiocy as our predecessor.” 


Screams echoed from the dungeon below. 

“My boys relish any chance to punish an Ever. But a former Ever 
captain?” Aric smiled at Chaddick. “The Doom Room would have a proper 
reopening, indeed.” 

Red faced, Chaddick forced a desultory salute. “That's better,” Aric said, 
unzipping his rival’s mouth. 

“How’d you and your henchmen break through Lady Lesso’s shield if 
none of the princes can?” Chaddick spat. “Why should we trust you?” 

“Because I have an investment in this war, greater than anyone else’s,” 
Aric said coldly, walking away. 

“If you broke through the shield, then why haven’t you broken the 
princes in too?” Nicholas shouted. “We could have killed Sophie by now!” 

“Yeah,” hollered Vex, “why hasn’t Tedros kissed Agatha?” 

“Why aren’t we back to Good and Evil?” Ravan yelled. 

All the Nevers jumped in with “Evil! Evil! Evil!” until Aric roared and 
they shut up. 

“How do we know it’s just Sophie who’s our enemy ...,” he snarled. 
“And not Agatha too?” 

The Neverboys gaped at him. “B-b-b-but Agatha wished for Tedros,” 
Ravan said anxiously. “She wants to fix her fairy tale—she wants to fix our 
schools—” 

“And how do we know her wish isn’t a trap?” Aric said. “These are two 
girls who said their fairy tale doesn’t need a prince. Two girls whose kiss 
evicted men from kingdoms. Two girls who now want to make all of you 
boys slaves.” 

The boys went dead quiet. 

Their captain’s eyes slowly raised to the corner. “They could be in our 
castle right now ...” 

Sophie’s heart stopped, sweat crawling down her leg. 

“Plotting their attack ...” 

Aric’s violet pupils zeroed in on her ... A drop of sweat beaded off 
Sophie’s invisible cape. “Listening to these very words ...” 

His eyes traced down, just as her sweat hit the floor— 

“I GOT HER! I GOT SOPHIE!” 

The boys whipped around to see Hort in his underpants dragging a girl in 
a blue uniform down the hall, her head masked by his red hood. Yet his 


prisoner showed surprisingly little resistance and, in fact, seemed to be 
dragging him, leaving Hort huffing and puffing— 

“I told you! I told you someone was out there! She took my clothes and 
burnt Tedros’ portrait and I saw her in the dark and I get the treasure ’cause 
I caught—” He tore off the hood, revealing Agatha. 

“Not Sophie,” Hort gulped. 

Sophie stifled a cry. 

Aric skulked towards Agatha, baring ragged teeth. “How did you get in.” 

Agatha glimpsed his captain’s badge and stood her ground. “Take me to 
Tedros now.” 

“And why should I listen to an intruder?” Aric growled, finger glowing 
purple. “Why should I trust a friend of the witch?” 

“Because I’m here to save you from her,” Agatha said, knife-sharp. 

Aric’s face changed, and the hall silenced. 

“Sophie is turning into a witch again. Forever, this time.” Agatha’s mouth 
started to dry out, her voice fading. She hesitated a long moment, then 
finally looked up. 

“All your lives are in danger unless I see Tedros.” 

Sophie froze behind Agatha, shell-shocked by what she was hearing. 

“How long do we have?” said Chaddick, stepping out behind Aric. 

“Until she finds out I’m here,” Agatha answered, a red rash spreading 
across her neck. 

The boys murmured as Sophie stayed trapped in the corner, eyes filling 
with tears. 

Aric stared at Agatha, studying her face. His fingerglow extinguished and 
he stalked from the hall. “Follow me.” 

Agatha trailed after him, darkened by his shadow. 

Sophie followed close behind, noticing her friend’s legs shaking. She 
knew they were thinking the same thing. 

Agatha may not have kissed her prince yet. But her and Sophie’s happy 
ending was already gone forever. 


Agatha kept up with Aric across a craggy red-stone catwalk to the School 
Master’s tower, clutching her arms in the wind. “Tedros knew I was 
coming,” she said, nodding towards the skyscraping spire. “Why wasn’t he 
waiting for me?” 


Aric didn’t reply. With his cruel violet eyes and deep, eloquent voice, he 
reminded Agatha of the best villains. How did he break through Lesso 5 
shield? she wondered, her mind flooding more questions. With a ways to 
the tower, she saw the chance to have them answered. 

“What happened to your teachers?” 

“After the castles changed and Dean Sader appeared, our teachers 
charged the Bridge to fight her.” Aric paused. “They never made it across.” 

“Why? Where’d they go—” 

A loud thunk echoed behind Agatha, and she and Aric turned. A loose 
stone had fallen off the castle railing a few steps behind. 

“Must have brushed it,” Agatha said, sheepish. 

Aric studied the stone carefully and resumed walking. 

“What happened to the Bridge?” Agatha pressed. “And the stymphs—” 

“One of the many reasons I hate princesses is they don’t find answers for 
themselves,” Aric groused. 

Agatha quietly dropped behind. Against the dawning sky, the boys’ castle 
glowed angry red, while across the bay, the girls’ castle shone sapphire, like 
a vision of heaven and hell. Agatha looked over the railing at the boys’ 
shores below, where the white crogs feasted on scraps of skeletons, littered 
all over the banks. Agatha wondered what creatures could possibly create 
so much bony carnage ... then saw a skull intact far off the shore. So much 
for her question about the stymphs. 

A squeal flew behind her. 

Agatha whipped around. No one was there. 

“What is it?” Aric called back. 

Agatha squinted down the empty catwalk. “Probably a rat,” she said, 
eager to move on. 

As they neared the School Master’s tower, Agatha peered up at its pea- 
sized window, cloaked by cloud mist. “How are we going to get up ther—” 

Aric unleashed a whistle, and a massive rope of braided blond hair flung 
out the window and tumbled to the Bridge below. The captain leered at 
Agatha and grabbed on to it. “Hope princesses can climb.” 

Scowling, Agatha jumped on, bare feet scratchy against the dried-out 
hair. Pulling herself towards the faraway window, Agatha didn’t flag, even 
with the crogs gnashing in the moat below, even with the strange sensation 
of something under her weighing down the rope. Farther and farther she 


rose, into lashing winds, determined to stop a witch ... But with each pull 
upwards, thoughts of Sophie receded, something deeper propelling her. Her 
reflection had seen what she couldn’t admit. This wasn’t for Good anymore. 
This was for a boy. 

The old graveyard girl sloughed away as Agatha surged into fog, her 
heart cracking open to a new ending. Her fingers sprouted blisters as sweat 
soaked her back, but still Agatha climbed. She was so close now, so close to 
the end ... grasping higher, higher, like Rapunzel’s prince ... finding more 
and more strength ... until at last she saw the pointed spire prick through 
clouds. 

Above her, Aric smoothly swung off the braid anchored to the window 
and vanished through the opening into the School Master’s chamber. 
Agatha waited for the rope to settle, then dragged up the last few lengths 
and raised her head enough to peek inside— 

Two shirtless boys clashed swords in spirited fight, one pale in a red 
hood, one tan in a silver mask. Dodging and recoiling, they bashed into 
bookshelves lining the ashy walls, spilling colorful storybooks all over the 
stone floor. The pale boy nicked the tan one’s chest, the tan boy nicked the 
pale one’s calf, leaving twin welts as their swords slammed once more. 

Now the pale boy turned aggressor, driving the tan boy towards a stone 
table against the far wall, where a thick storybook lay open to its last page. 
Iron chains strung down from both sides of the ceiling, restraining 
something in place over the storybook ... a long sliver of steel like a 
knitting needle, sloping to a deadly sharp nib ... an enchanted pen, flailing 
to break free ... 

Agatha’s eyes widened. 

The Storian. 

Agatha watched the pale hooded boy battle the tan boy back, the hooded 
one’s eyes dead set on the chained pen. Fending off the pale boy’s blows, 
the tan one tripped on a book and faltered. The pale boy bucked past him, 
lunging straight for the pen— 

“Aric,” smiled the tan boy, seeing the captain. Spooked, the pale one 
whirled around. 

“Says he wants to guard the Storian with me,” the tan one said. He pulled 
off the pale boy’s hood to reveal Tristan, hair bright red, long-nosed face 
dotted with freckles. “Thought I’d put his skills to the test.” 


“Shouldn’t even be up here, master,” Aric lashed, glowering at Tristan, 
who anxiously stared at his shoes. “Comes and goes, does as he pleases. 
Deserves punishment—” 

“Leave him be. Doesn’t fit in with the other boys, does he?” said the tan 
boy, pulling off the School Master’s silver mask. Tedros shook the sweat off 
his thick gold hair and sheathed his sword, Excalibur. He caught a glimpse 
of himself in the reflective hilt—his body bigger, harder than a year ago, his 
cheeks glazed with glistening stubble, his jaw steel tight. He turned back to 
Aric. “Need to make sure we end things right this time and an extra guard 
can’t hurt. Besides, until Sophie’s dead, I might as well have some 
company. How the School Master stayed up here without slitting his throat 
out of boredom, I haven’t the faintest ide—” 

His voice petered off. A shadow stood in front of the window, its two big 
brown eyes staring through darkness like a cat’s. 

Aric cleared his throat. “Master, we found her trespass—” 

The coldness of Tedros’ gaze stopped him. Bare chested, Tedros moved 
past him towards the window. With each step, he slowly watched the 
shadows recede ... over short black hair ... skin white as snow ... thin, pink 
lips, in a terrified smile ... 

Standing at the window, Agatha held her breath, neck burning even 
redder than before. Tedros’ face was harsher than she remembered, his 
presence darker, the innocent, boyish glow ... gone. But deep inside his 
eyes, she could still see him. The boy she’d fought to forget. The boy who 
came in her sleep. The boy her soul couldn’t live without. 

“Take Tristan and go,” Tedros said finally, not looking at Aric. 

Aric frowned. “Master, I must insist on—” 

“Tt’s an order.” 

Aric grabbed Tristan by the throat and shoved him down the rope, 
leaving the prince alone with his princess. 

Or so he thought. 


Invisible under her cape, Sophie was still puffing from her climb up the 
hair. She crouched deeper beneath the stone table, the Storian struggling to 
break free over her and Agatha’s storybook. Despite her squeal on the 
Bridge—she’d gashed her leg on a broken brick—somehow she’d made it 
to Tedros alive and unfound. But as Tedros moved towards Agatha, 


Sophie’s relief flushed to panic. For as she looked at a prince and princess 
deep in each other’s eyes, she knew her story was already over. 

Agatha had chosen a boy. 

And there was nothing she could do to stop it. 

“You’re ... here,” Tedros said, touching Agatha’s arm as if unsure she 
was real. 

Feeling his hand, Agatha’s neck went violent red. She couldn’t get the 
words to form—he needed to move back—he needed a— 

“Shirt,” she croaked. 

“What? Oh—” Tedros reddened and grabbed a sleeveless black shirt off 
the floor, pulling it on. “I just—I didn’t think that—” His eyes scanned the 
room. “You’re here ... alone?” 

Agatha frowned. “Of course 

“She’s not here with you?” Tedros craned out the window, squinting 
down the rope. 

“T came here like you asked,” Agatha said, thrown. “I came for you.” 

Tedros stared at her oddly. “But that’s ... How could ...” His eyes 
hardened as if a door inside had closed. “You. You put me through hell.” 

Agatha exhaled, prepared for this. “Tedros ...” 

“You kissed her, Agatha. You kissed her instead of me. Do you know 
what that did to me? Do you know what that did to everything?” 

“She saved my life, Tedros.” 

“And ruined mine,” he said furiously. “My whole life, girls only liked me 
for my crown, my fortune, my looks, none of which I’ve earned. You were 
the first girl who saw through all of it ... who saw something inside me 
worth liking, however stupid and impetuous and prat headed I can be.” 
Tedros paused, hearing his voice crack. When he looked back up, his face 
was cold. “But every night, I had to sleep knowing I’m not enough. I had to 
sleep knowing my princess chose a girl.” 

“I didn’t have a choice!” Agatha insisted. 

Tedros scowled and turned away. “You could have taken my hand. You 
could have stayed here and let her go home.” He looked down at the last 
page of the book beneath the Storian—his own shadow slumping into 
darkness alone. “Don’t say you didn’t have a choice. You had a choice.” 

“A choice a boy could never understand.” Agatha looked at his back 
turned to her. “All my life, I was a freak, Tedros. No one let their pets near 





99 





me, let alone their kids. As I got older, I holed up in a graveyard because I 
could forget the things I didn’t have. Like someone to talk to. Or someone 
who wanted to talk to me. I started to tell myself that being alone was real 
power. That we all die eventually and rot to maggots, so what’s the point 
anyway ...” She paused. “But then Sophie came. Four o’clock on the dot 
after school. I’d wait for her by the door every day, ‘like a dog’ my mother 
said, longing for that hour before sunset we’d have together. I’d watch her 
as the sky went dark ... the way she fidgeted, like she didn’t want me to go 
home either, even if she pretended I was a Good Deed. She made me feel 
loved for the first time in my life.” Agatha smiled, hearing the lightness in 
her voice. “And I knew everything would be okay in the end, no matter how 
our stories turned out. We’d have each other in our trapped, pointless little 
village, always each other, and that was the happiest ending I could 
imagine. Because she was my friend, Tedros. The only friend I’d ever 
known. And I couldn’t imagine a life without her.” 

Tedros didn’t move, his back still to her. Slowly, he turned, his face soft. 

“Then why did you wish for me?” 

Agatha looked down. She held the words as long as she could, afraid to 
say them out loud. 

“Because now I need more than a friend.” 

Silence fell, broken only by soft sniffles that Agatha knew must be hers, 
even though they sounded far away. 

She felt Tedros’ arm on hers and looked up into his luminous blue eyes. 

“I’m here, Agatha,” he breathed. “Right here.” 

Agatha felt tears stinging. “She’ll never forgive me for it,” she rasped, 
shaking under his warm touch. “Sophie’s becoming a witch again. She’ll 
kill us both.” 

Tedros’ eyes flashed. He charged for the window, drawing his sword 
— "We need the princes—” 

“No!” Agatha said, grabbing him by the shirt. 

“But you said—” 

“We can end this. We can ... rewrite our story.” Agatha’s mouth parched. 
Her face went pink. “S-s-she’ll go home. Like you wanted her to. No one 
has to die.” 

Tedros’ face slowly calmed, understanding. 


Holding his gaze, Agatha pried Excalibur from his calloused fingers, its 
golden hilt sinking into her hand. She saw the fear in Tedros’ eyes, felt the 
sweat of his palm, and let her hand stay against his a moment longer. Their 
eyes stayed locked as Agatha stepped back, blade pointed towards him. 
Tedros watched her, nostrils flaring, neck veins pulsing, like a tiger on edge. 
“Trust me,” she whispered, gripping the sword tighter ... 

Then she swiveled to the Storian over the table and slashed it free from 
its chains. Tedros lunged towards it in surprise— 

The enchanted pen plunged with relief to the storybook, conjuring a new 
last page. From its nib spilled a brilliant painting, a vision of prince and 
princess in their tower chamber, hands on each other, poised to seal “The 
End” with their kiss. 

Tedros froze, gazing at the painting. He heard the sword clink to the 
ground behind him. Slowly he turned to see Agatha’s cheeks burning fiery 
pink. 
“You'd stay here forever?” Tedros’ throat bobbed. “With ... me?” 

Agatha reached out a shaking hand and touched him, mirroring the 
storybook painting. 

“The Storian will only write ‘The End’ if I mean it,” she said quietly. 
“And everything in my heart tells me it’s with you.” 

Tedros’ eyes misted. “It’s always the princess who gets her fairy-tale 
ending,” he said, taking in Agatha’s face. “This time, it feels like it’s mine.” 

The silence thickened as Agatha pulled him in by the waist, the sound of 
the Storian grazing the page behind them. He could see their two shadows 
coalesce in the Storian’s shining steel ... feel her shallow breaths as she 
drew him against her. Tedros’ muscles softened as his princess gripped him 
tighter ... tighter ... bringing his lips to hers— 

He jolted back. There was a black shadow in the pen’s steel. 

Tedros whirled around— 

Nothing but the pen. 

“She's here,” he breathed, backing away. “She”s here somewhere.” 

“Tedros?” Agatha frowned, confused— 

Tedros hunted behind bookshelves. “Where is she! Where’s Sophie!” 

“She’s not here!” Agatha pressed, reaching for him— 

He drew away sharply. “I c-c-can’t—not if that witch is alive—” 

Agatha’s eyes flared. “But she’ll be gone forever!” 


“She’s a witch,” Tedros seethed. “As long as Sophie’s on this earth, she’ll 
find a way to tear us apart!” 

“No! You can’t hurt her! Tedros, this is the only way—” 

“I let her live last time because of you, and she took you,” Tedros 
retorted. “I can’t make the same mistake, Agatha. I can’t lose you again!” 

“Listen to me!” Agatha said, glowing crimson. “I’m willing to give up 
everything I know for you! Never see my home again! Never see my 
mother again!” Agatha clasped his shoulders. “She’s not part of our story 
anymore. That’s why you told me to come tonight. Because you don’t want 
to hurt her. Because you know /'m enough.” She held him tighter, staring 
into his eyes. “Let her go home. Please, Tedros. Because I won’t let you 
touch her.” 

Tedros peered at her oddly again. “I forgot how strange you are.” 

Agatha tackled him in a hug, tearing with relief. “A strange princess,” 
she whispered against his chest. “About time we had one of those.” 

“Who tells strange stories.” 

“Like what,” Agatha smiled, tilting up to his kiss ... 

“That I told you to come tonight,” said the prince. 

Agatha lurched back from him, smile gone. 

The only sound in the chamber was the sound of an invisible girl’s 
sniffles suddenly stopping. 


Aric stormed down the catwalk. Females can t be trusted. He’d learned that 
lesson young. In the distance, he could see Tristan’s pale legs fleeing into 
the castle. What a waste of a man. Shouldn t even be called a ma— 

He stopped. 

Slowly Aric kneeled down to the ground and looked at a broken brick on 
the catwalk railing, dripping with fresh blood. 

Aric’s finger lit up, and he blasted a flare into the castle to call his men. 

He didn’t remember Agatha bleeding. 


Hidden under the table, Sophie watched Agatha retreat from Tedros, his 
blue eyes dimming. 

“You t-t-told me to come,” Agatha stammered. “You told me to cross the 
Bridge—” 


“We blew up the Bridge, so you can’t have crossed it,” Tedros shot back. 
“Only a witch 's magic could have gotten you here.” 

“But I—I saw you, Tedros! In the classroom—in the wind—” 

“What?” Tedros scoffed. 

“I saw—your—your—” Agatha’s voice faded away, replaced by the 
Dean’s echo. 

“Sometimes we see what we want to see.’ 

A phantom. Her heart had birthed a phantom, just like all the other girls’. 

Only she’d believed her phantom was real. 

Slowly Agatha looked up at her prince, his finger raised at her, glowing 
gold. 

“You never came,” she whispered. 

“How did you get here, Agatha?” Tedros said, blocking the Storian from 
her with his body. His lit finger stayed pointed at her, visibly shaking. “How 
did you cross the Bridge?” 

Agatha backed up, her own finger glowing to defend. “By trusting you,” 
she breathed, head spinning. The arrows. The Wanted signs. The princes at 
the gate. 

“This was never about me .. 
Sophie ...” 

“Don’t you see? You thought you knew your heart last time too,” Tedros 
pleaded. “I’m doing this for you, Agatha. For us.” 

“Why can’t you trust me?” Agatha choked. “Why does she have to die?” 

Tedros gazed at their lit fingers, each pointed at the other. 

“Because one day you might change your mind again,” he said softly. 

His eyes lifted, racked with pain. 

“One day you might wish for her instead of me.” 

“Please, Tedros,” Agatha begged. “Please let her go—” 

“What if I tried to hurt you right now?” Her prince’s eyes were wide, 
scared. “Would she show herself? Would she save you?” 

“She’s not here! I choose you, Tedros!” 

“Choosing me isn’t enough this time, Agatha.” 

Tedros looked right through her, like he did in her dream. 

“This time I’m making sure of it.” 

Agatha gasped. 
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., She said. “This was about revenge on 


In a flash, Sophie saw her chance and blasted a pink spell between them 
—Agatha lunged, thinking it was Tedros’; Tedros dodged, thinking it was 
Agatha’s. Instantly, ten red hoods launched through the window, arrows 
drawn at Agatha. Agatha retreated in shock, surrounded on all sides. She 
glowered at Tedros, cheeks blotched with fury— 

“You're an animal,” she hissed. “Pll never choose you. You hear me? 
Never!” 

She shot a spell and the window’s dawn light magically went out, 
plunging the tower into darkness. A moment later, the light came back—but 
Agatha was gone. 

Tedros swiveled to the window, but the rope and catwalk were deserted, 
his princess lost. Rage cooled in his blood. He could have had happiness 
right then and there. He could have had The End. But he’d let his obsession 
with a witch poison it once more. Now he was alone with the pen, his Ever 
After ruined by his own hand. 

“She told the truth,” he whispered. “I’m—I’m a fool” 

“Not quite.” 

Tedros turned. Aric looked down at the Storian as it finished a rich-hued 
painting in the storybook: a vision of Tedros and Agatha shooting spells at 
each other, surrounded by armed henchmen. Only as Tedros stepped closer, 
he saw there was someone else in the painting ... someone else beneath the 
table, smiling gleefully under her invisible cape ... 

Tedros’ and Aric’s eyes slowly moved beneath the table, Sophie long 
gone. 

“Agatha was lying all along, master,” Aric said. “They were both here to 
kill you.” 

Tedros fell silent, staring at the painting, mouth open with shock. He saw 
his ashen face reflected in the Storian, waiting for his next move. He looked 
away. 

“The princes,” he rasped. “‘It’s—it’s time you let them in, isn’t it?” 

Aric grinned. “T’d say it is.” 

Tedros listened to him and his henchmen go. 

“Aric.” 

He heard his captain stop behind him. 

“Tell them the bounty isn’t just for one head anymore.” 

Tedros turned, scarlet red. 


“It’s for two.” 


As the sun broke, a frantic, big-eyed fly squeezed under the locked Theater 
of Tales door in the boys’ castle and to their Tunnel of Trees, blocked 
entirely by rocks. Wheezing with panic, the fly sputtered and skirted around 
rock after rock until it made it back to the Clearing. 

Dripping tears, Agatha’s fly flew up the girls’ towers, towards her room 
atop Honor’s blue turret, terrified of what she’d find. Grazing the open 
window and chipping her wing, she crashed to her friend’s bed ... the friend 
she’d betrayed to boys, the friend she’d traded for a prince, the friend she’d 
vowed was a deadly witch ... 

But racing up the sheets, Agatha froze in horror. For she’d seen what 
she’d wanted to see, from finish to start. 

Sophie smiled as she slept, like the most peaceful of nights. 

Her neck creamy and bare, not a wart in sight. 
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The Supper Hall Book Club 


Sunlight glinted off the glass clock painted with a waltzing princess and 
witch. It was well past seven now, dawn come and gone, replaced by a cold 
December morning. 

Lying in bed, fully dressed, Sophie watched Agatha sleep. Beatrix had 
gone down to breakfast. The two of them were alone. 

Sophie’s ankles and wrists still stung where the spiricks had pinned her; 
her calves throbbed from her invisible race out of the boys’ school: to the 
teachers’ old balcony over the Clearing, past the two Everboy guards and 
down its buttress, into the girls’ Tunnel of Trees, and back to her room 
while Agatha’s fly still struggled in the boys’ rock-packed tunnel. She’d 
shoved the cape with Hort’s uniform under Beatrix’s bed and slid beneath 
her sheets just as she heard Agatha buzzing through the window ... 





And now they were here, quietly human, side by side, like so many times 
before. 


Only everything had changed. 

Sophie scoured Agatha’s face, looking for the graveyard girl she had 
once known. But all she saw was a princess nose ... snow-white skin ... 
delicate lips that reached for a prince ... 

A prince who hadn’t kissed her. 

Because of me. 

Sophie sickened with shame. She’d stopped Agatha’s wish from coming 
true. She’d broken her best friend’s heart. 

Sophie bit back tears. She’d tried so hard to be Good, but that moment of 
losing Agatha—that unbearably real moment—had made her Evil again. 
Now she’d ruined a happy ending, like the witch she once was. 

And yet, just as guilt swallowed her, Sophie suddenly felt a glimmer of 
hope ... 

I need more than a friend, Agatha had said. 

But what if she could make Agatha happy again? What if she showed 
Agatha she didn’t need Tedros? That their friendship was greater than any 
Ever After with a prince? 

What if I teach Agatha what she once taught me? 

Then keeping Agatha from Tedros would be worth it, Sophie thought, 
hope deepening. Everything she’d done last night would be worth it. 
Because Agatha would wish for The End with her, and mean it. 

If I can just get Agatha back. 

Agatha opened her eyes. She saw Sophie staring and visibly recoiled. 

“How was last night?” Sophie asked, clearing her throat. 

“Oh. L-I-last night?” Agatha turned away and started grabbing pieces of 
her uniform off the floor. “It was long— you know—Dot talks a lot—” She 
hesitated. “You didn’t, um, watch us, did you?” 

“Fell asleep,” Sophie said, watching Agatha carefully. “But there was 
nothing to worry about, was there?” 

Agatha’s whole body went rigid. 

“Eesh, smells like a furnace in here,” Sophie rambled as she buttoned one 
of Beatrix’s long cloaks over her uniform. “Kitchen fumes, no doubt. For all 
we know, Evergirls eat bacon now— 

“Sophie?” 

“Mmm?” 

“I have to tell you something.” 


Sophie slowly raised her eyes. 

Bloodcurdling screeches exploded in the hall, sending both girls 
cowering. Agatha whirled to the door and yanked it open. Thick smoke 
flooded into the room as shadows of fleeing girls and butterflies ripped past, 
neon-haired nymphs floating behind them, shrieking alarm like banshees. 

“What's happening!” Sophie gasped, grabbing Mona’s arm. 

“The princes! They broke the shield!” 

Sophie and Agatha spun to each other, stunned. 

Pollux’s voice blared from a distant bullhorn—“All girls to the gallery! 
Use the breezeways, not the foyer! I repeat—do not use the foyer!” 

Agatha and Sophie sprinted after Mona towards the breezeway from 
Honor to Valor, choking on acrid smoke. 

“Where is it coming from?” Sophie wheezed, waving it away. The blue 
breezeway in front of her was clogged with bodies, butterflies swarming 
above them. 

“Come on!” Agatha said, dragging her back towards the stairs. “We’ll get 
there through the foyer—” 

“But Pollux said not to use it!” 

“Since when do we listen to Pollux?” 

As they staggered through smoke down the Honor stairs, Agatha caught a 
glimpse of Halfway Bay through the glass walls. In the far distance, filthy, 
armed princes flooded through a hole in the shield over the Woods gate and 
onto the shores of the School for Boys. Agatha froze, dread rising. After 
last night, the timing couldn’t be coincidental. Sophie bumped her from 
behind and Agatha struggled blindly down the last flight into the foyer. 

All the smoke was seeping into the towers from here. The domed sunroof 
had been shot through and shattered, each of the G-I-R-L walls impaled 
with hundreds of fire-tipped arrows. Nymphs floated in a circle around the 
four tower staircases, shooting water spells to extinguish the small fires, 
while a scattering of dead butterflies smoldered on the ground, caught in the 
crossfire. 

“Doesn’t make sense,” Sophie said, gripping the glass railing. “Why 
would they shoot the foy—” 

But as the fires cleared, the girls saw that each of the dripping-wet arrows 
had been speared to something: paper scrolls that had been taken away, 
leaving parchment scraps under the arrow tips. 


“Sophie, look.” 

Sophie followed Agatha’s eyes to a shadowed patch of floor behind the 
stairs. There was a fallen scroll, thoroughly singed, but still intact. As the 
nymphs swept up the ashes and pulled out arrows around the foyer, Agatha 
quickly hopped over the banister and grabbed it. The scroll was sealed with 
a wax snake, the color of blood. Sophie landed beside her and looked over 
her shoulder as Agatha unrolled the scroll’s scorched edges, the two girls 
hidden behind the stairs. 
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Sophie clutched the page so tightly her knuckles blued. 

“Agatha?” she breathed, looking up. “What were you going to tell me?” 

But Agatha was still staring at the scroll. 

The dark cast in her eyes returned. The blush faded from her cheeks. The 
graveyard girl was back, a wish forgotten. She looked up at Sophie, sad and 
empty. 

“I should have listened to you,” she said, voice cracking. 

Sophie paused carefully. “You went to him?” 

Agatha smeared away tears, unable to look at her. 


“And he attacked you, didn’t he,” Sophie said. 

Agatha cried harder. “How’d you kn-kn-kn—” 

“I warned you,” Sophie whispered. “I warned you what boys do.” 
Agatha collapsed into her arms, sobbing. “I’m sorry ... Pm so sorry ...” 
Sophie hugged her tight, shoving away her guilt. 

It wasn’t Evil, stopping their kiss last night. No, it was all for Good. 
Her friend had come back to her. 


From the School Master’s window, Tedros watched Aric’s red-hooded 
henchmen police the mob of princes at the rip in the bubbly, purple-tinged 
shield, letting in only the biggest or best armed. Standing beside him, Aric 
clenched his jaw. 

“With all due respect, master, this Trial is a coward’s game,” he sneered. 
“With our numbers, we should storm their castle—” 

“Not after last night. Those girls are far too cunning for us to fight on 
their turf,” said Tedros. “Besides, the girls would have their teachers 
fighting with them. A Trial puts us on even ground.” 

“Even ground!” Aric snarled. “I broke the princes through the shield 
because you assured me a war.” 

“This is about saving our school from two girls intent on destroying it. 
Not cheap, villainous carnage.” 

“When our teachers return, they will punish you for all you’ve done,” 
Aric spat— 

Tedros slammed him against the windowsill, Aric’s head dangling over it. 
“Remember your place, you savage. I let you into this school. And I can 
show you out.” 

Aric stared at him, eyes wide. 

Tedros pulled him up and looked away. In silence, the two boys watched 
more feral princes climb through the hole in the broken shield. 

“You must be quite the magician to crack it,” said Tedros finally. “Lady 
Lesso cast that shield herself.” 

Aric didn’t reply. 

“Aric, I want only the best fighting with you and me,” Tedros said, 
turning to him. “Whoever wins can have my treasure, as promised.” 

Aric gave him a simpering smile. “As you wish, master.” 


A shadow moved on the wall and Aric swiveled to see Tristan hovering 
near the chained Storian. Aric bared jagged teeth like a dog and Tristan 
cowered. 

“Oh leave him alone, 
Especially after last night.” 

His eyes drifted across the bay to the girls’ school, glittering like a 
sapphire city. He could see the last of the smoke plumes dissipating from its 
four towers. The Trial announcements had been delivered. 

“She was lying about Sophie being there the whole time?” Tedros asked. 

“There is doubt in your voice, master.” 

“It’s just the way she looked at me ... touched me ... like she meant it 
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Tedros sighed. “I need his help on guard. 


“She attacked you. And her witch was there to finish the job,” growled 
Aric. “Why do you think she freed the pen? Your death would seal their 
story and spread its lesson far and wide. A world without princes. A world 
with girls as masters—and boys as slaves. The End.” The captain glared at 
Tedros. “If I hadn’t arrived to save you ...” 

Tedros looked down. “I am aware.” 

“Tt is a difficult thing to admit. A son reliving the mistakes of his father. 
Both your loves ... lost to another.” 

Tedros slowly raised his head. 

“What would he have done?” Aric said, violet eyes searching him. 

Tedros turned away, rage ripping through his chest once more. He looked 
down at the barbarous princes marching into his castle. 

“She attacked me,” he whispered, as if finally believing the words were 
true. 


“He attacked you?” Hester said to Agatha, sitting with Anadil, Dot, and the 
rest of the girls on the gallery floor, waiting for the Dean and teachers to 
arrive. 

“Convinced I'd brought Sophie to kill him,” Agatha said sourly. “Tried 
some strange spell—swear it looked pink, but it came too fast to see. Barely 
missed me before his henchmen came.” 

“Henchmen?” Dot gawked. “Tedros?” 


“And a pink spell?” Anadil said, her three rats looking just as befuddled. 
“You definitely saw wrong. If a boy’s using a pink curse, it’d be serious 
black magic.” 

“I wouldn’t put it past him,” Agatha shuddered. 

Rumors of the Trial had spread fast, with girls heatedly debating who 
would be picked to compete against the boys. With Sophie in the bathroom 
washing ash off her face (“Death threat or no death threat, Pm not getting 
blackheads”), Agatha took the chance to tell the witches everything that 
happened since nightfall. 

“He’s the Evil one, not Sophie,” Agatha said, thinking of her prince’s 
searing eyes, his hunt for vengeance. “That dream was warning me.” 

“So Sophie isn’t turning?” Hester asked, dumbfounded. 

Agatha shook her head. 

“And there’s no wart?” said Anadil. 

Agatha looked down, ashamed. 

“But you swore you saw one!” Hester hissed. “And what about the 
Beast? What about the cat—” 

“For the last time, none of that was me!” Sophie scowled, plopping down 
between them. “And this is the first time I’m hearing of a wart. Our heads 
on the chopping block over a... wart?” 

The girls gaped at her—except Agatha, who couldn’t meet her eyes. 

“We almost lost each other last night, Aggie,” Sophie said, softening. 
“But you have to believe me. As long as we’re friends, I’m happy. As long 
as we’re friends, there is no witch.” 

“Should have stolen the Storian for us when I had a chance,” Agatha 
mumbled, picking at her clumps. “No doubt I'd mean my wish now. You 
and I’d be long gone.” 

Sophie blushed with surprise. 

“Look, this doesn’t make sense,” Hester snapped. “We saw that pigeon 
dead—” 

“I don’t care what ooga booga you saw,” Sophie shot back. “Someone 
obviously wanted you to think I was Evil. Someone who wants Agatha 
against me.” 

“But who?” Agatha asked, relieved there might be someone else to blame 
for her betraying her best friend. “The Dean needs us to be friends to fight 
the boys—” 


“Maybe it was Lesso or Dovey who conjured her symptoms,” Dot said, 
turning an exhibit plaque to avocado. “They always thought Agatha should 
be with Tedros.” 

“Maybe it was Anemone or Sheeks,” Anadil said, tying her rats’ tails 
together. “They want back to Good and Evil even more than us.” 

“Or maybe it was someone who wants me gone,” Sophie said, eyes 
veering to Hester. “Someone who wants to be Class Captain.” 

Hester answered with a violent fart, refusing to dignify the charge with 
words. 

“Look, it doesn’t matter who it was. We’re all on the same side now. 
Against Tedros,” Agatha said, taking Sophie’s hand. “And we’re not going 
into his Trial.” 

Sophie warmed inside. Itd been so long since they felt like friends. 
“Aggie’s right,” she said. “We have to stop the Trial from happening.” 

“We?” Hester leaned against a glass case. “I think a Trial against boys 
sounds delicious.” 

“About time we had a little bloodshed,” said Anadil, entangled rats 
yipping agreement. 

“Pd quite like a slave,” Dot chimed. 

“This isn't a game, you idiots! If we lose, Agatha and I die!” Sophie 
barked. “The Dean has to refuse—” 

Butterflies skimmed under the gallery door, which swung open as the 
Dean arrived, groomed and coiffed as ever, followed by disheveled, grim- 
looking teachers. Professor Dovey and Lady Lesso looked grimmest of all. 

“As you’ve heard, the boys demand a Trial,” the Dean proclaimed, the 
torches magically spotlighting her. “And though the teachers see otherwise, 
I see no reason to deny their terms.” 

Sophie and Agatha choked. 

Agatha whirled to Lady Lesso and Professor Dovey, who both looked at 
her equally scared, as if they knew last night had gone all wrong, even if the 
ever-present butterflies would preclude them from knowing how. 

“Class challenges will continue until the Trial, with the eight highest- 
ranked students chosen for the team.” The Dean’s shiny eyes fell upon 
Sophie and Agatha. “Our Captains” two spots are guaranteed, of course, 
given it is their lives that are in the balance.” 


Both girls went a shade whiter. “But there’s no way to beat boys, Aggie! 
They’re faster, stronger, meaner,” Sophie whispered. “We have to get home 
now or we’re dead!” 

“There is no way home!” Aggie hissed back. “Tedros still has the 
Storian!” 

Sophie moaned and slumped against her. 

Then slowly Sophie straightened, eyes wide. 

Agatha saw her face and recoiled in horror. “Sophie, you can’t possibly 
be thinking—” 

“You said it yourself! Our wish will work now!” Sophie whispered. ““We 
can write “The End’—forever this time! All we need is that pen!” 

“Are you insane! There’s an army of boys thirsting to kill us! And even if 
by dumb luck we get past them, Tedros will never let us near that tower! 
There’s no way—” 

“There has to be, Agatha,” Sophie pressed her. “Or we both die before a 
very big audience.” 

Agatha felt sick to her stomach. Around her, she saw the other girls 
whispering to each other, absorbing the reality of a lethal contest against 
boys. 

“For those of you plotting poor ranks to avoid selection for the team, you 
should rethink,” the Dean said as a few butterflies floated back into her 
dress. “After all, your rankings will determine your third-year tracks, with 
the lowliest of you poised to become animals or plants.” Girls stopped 
chattering, as if the Dean had overheard their schemes. “Finally, given the 
unfortunate failure of Lady Lesso’s shield, nymphs will take over nighttime 
guard duties at the perimeter.” 

Lady Lesso stared at her pointy steel shoe tips, pale cheeks pinking. 

“All classes and events will proceed normally,” the Dean continued, 
“including our school play, to be unveiled on Trial eve.” She smiled at 
Professor Sheeks, who didn’t smile back. “Clubs and extracurricular 
activities should go on as usual—” 

“Book Club tonight!” Dot chirped loudly, waving at her friends. “Book 
Club in the Supper Hall—” 

Anadil’s shoe rammed her bottom, and Dot yelped. 

“Given the current state of the castle, classes will resume tomorrow,” the 
Dean finished, the torches dimming behind her. “I encourage you to rest for 


the difficult weeks ahead. The boys will not go down without a fight.” 

Murmuring girls followed the teachers out. Professor Dovey and Lady 
Lesso hovered behind for Agatha, clearly desperate to speak to her, but the 
Dean ushered them away with the rest. 

Agatha slouched miserably as she watched Lesso and her fairy 
godmother go, just as desperate for their help. She heard the witches 
chattering ahead. 

“I bet Yara could beat the boys,” said Dot. “Seen her muscles?” 

“Yara?” Hester scoffed, batting away a butterfly. “No one’s seen her for 
days. For all we know, a crog ate her.” 

“You really think she’s half stymph?” 

“She’s half something,” Anadil murmured, rats following her through the 
frosted door. 

Agatha shambled ahead as Sophie sidled up beside her. 

“Look, we still have ten days to get the pen, Aggie,” Sophie prodded, 
seeing her friend’s morose face. “One wish, and we’re safe from boys 
forever.” 

Agatha frowned deeper, and Sophie knew why. 

After last night, the chance of getting that pen was as slim as their chance 
to win a Trial. 


“They’ll never get it now,” Tedros grunted, holding down the floundering 
Storian with his foot. Tristan replaced the missing brick, sealing the pen 
beneath the tower’s floor. 

They could still hear the Storian thrashing. 

“Help me move the table,” Tedros said, and Tristan eagerly pulled his 
side of the heavy stone table over the loose brick, muffling the pen. As 
Tedros adjusted the table, Tristan stealthily dug his boot tip into the brick, 
leaving a scratch mark. 

“There.” Tedros glowered at Sophie and Agatha’s open storybook on the 
table. “Let them try to write ‘The End’ now.” 

“SLAVES?” Ravan’s voice echoed outside. “IF WE LOSE, WE END UP 
SLAVES?” 

Tedros leaned out the window and watched Everboys, Neverboys, and 
scores of new princes mobbing the catwalks between towers as Aric’s 
henchmen confronted them with clubs. 


“CAN’T BARTER AWAY OUR LIVES IN SOME COCKAMAMIE 
TRIAL!” Chaddick bellowed, hurling stones uselessly at the School 
Master’s tower. 

“You promised war!” yelled a new prince, stabbing his finger up at 
Tedros. 

“War! War! War!” boys and princes howled as they battered the 
henchmen back into the towers. 

Tedros chewed on his lip. “Take away Good and Evil, and boys just want 
treasure and blood.” 

“Look, they need you down there,” Tristan offered. “You have to make it 
a real school again. Like the girls did.” He sneaked a glance at the marked 
brick. “Plus you might want a nap—or a bath, even—” 

“Do I smell that bad?” Tedros said, sniffing himself. 

Tristan’s cheeks glowed as red as his hair. “N-n-no—” 

Yowls echoed below as they watched a henchman flee from Hort, who 
chased him with fistfuls of flaming rat poo, hissing like a weasel. Tedros 
sagged, discouraged. 

Suddenly the prince’s eyes flared wide. “Tristan, you’re right! They do 
need me!” 

Tristan lit up with relief, practically shoving the prince towards the 
window—until Tedros shot his gold glow into the castle to call Aric. 

“But I can guard alone!” Tristan insisted. 

“Let Aric do it.” The prince heaved the heavy coils of blond hair off the 
floor and flung them out the window. “You and I have a job to do.” 

“A j-j-j-job?” Tristan sputtered. 

“Come on.” Tedros shoved him towards the rope. “We’re bringing the 
teachers back.” 


Located on the first floor of Charity Tower, the girls’ Supper Hall was 
circular like a bull ring and brightly lit, crammed with glass tables of 
different shapes. Dot had chosen it specifically for Book Club meetings 
because the enchanted pots in the kitchen provided punch and sandwiches, 
while the Dean’s eavesdropping butterflies stayed away, put off by the 
clattering plates, assaulting aromas, and overlapping conversations. 

At precisely half past eight, Dot hustled down the stairs, expecting a 
healthy crowd after Shame: The Secret Life of Prince Charming brought in 


a bevy of new members the week before. Hester had mentioned a meeting 
with Agatha and Sophie after supper, but Dot couldn’t be bothered. With 
her teeth brushed, makeup retouched, and discussion questions prepared, 
Dot cleared her throat and grabbed the door—only to notice a sign posted 
on it. 
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Dot screeched, throwing open the door. “What in the—” 

Bunched against the wall of the deserted room, Anadil, Hester, Agatha, 
and Sophie huddled near one another. 

“Will you help us or not?” Sophie said, glaring at Hester. 

“Fine,” Hester grouched. “But only because I’d rather not see Agatha die. 
You, I’d pay to see publicly executed.” 

Sophie gasped. 

“Look, Sophie’s right. This is our only hope to escape alive,” Agatha 
said, though still sounding unsure whether a public beheading was worse 
than going back to the boys” castle. “Tedros has probably hidden the Storian 
by now. We need a spell that can let us stay in that school long enough to 
find it.” 

“Invisibility?” offered Anadil. 

“Two of us? Way too easy to get caught,” said Sophie, knowing Aric had 
surely found her trail. 

“How about crossing the Bridge barrier again?” Hester said to Agatha. 

“They’ll surely have guards there after last night,” Agatha said— 

All at once, the girls noticed Dot at the door, red faced and glaring. 
“Irritable Bowel Syndrome?” 

“Seemed fitting, given your predilection for hiding in toilets,” said 
Anadil. 


“But you can’t cancel Book Club!” Dot mewled, tearing up. “It’s how I 
made friends!” 

“And we need privacy, so this is your Book Club now, which is 
appropriate, given we’re your real friends. Now sit down and shut it,” 
Hester lashed. Dot obeyed, still sniffling. 

“There has to be a way to talk to Dovey or Lesso,” Sophie urged, “or 
even Professor Sheeks—” 

“It’s too dangerous,” said Agatha, for she had yet to see any teacher free 
of the Dean’s minions. “The Dean even suspects what we’re up to, and 
she’ll trap us here. You heard her. She thinks we can win this Trial!” 

“Can’t you just Mogrify?” Dot moaned— 

“No, ” Sophie and Agatha said at the same time. 

Agatha stared at her friend. 

“I mean, I know nothing about their school since I’ve never been there, 
but it’s obvious, right?” Sophie babbled, beading with sweat. “Boys would 
protect against it.” 

Agatha peered harder at her. Sophie could feel her cheeks turning 
cranberry red ... 

Agatha turned back to the witches. “See, Sophie gets it. We need 
something unexpected.” 

Sophie exhaled, smiling guiltily. One day she’d tell Agatha where she’d 
been last night. One day when they were safe at home, stronger and happier 
than ever. 

“Let’s meet here every night until we have a plan,” Hester said, then 
noticed Dot shaking her head. “If you’re still sulking about your idiotic 
Book Club—” 

“It's not that,” Dot said, furrowing. “Don’t you think it’s strange that 
Tedros attacked Agatha?” 

Sophie bristled. “He tried to kill her last year—” 

“Because you were there last year, ruining things,” Dot shot back. 
“Tedros loves Agatha! He’d never attack her with magic.” Dot turned a 
stray fork into bok choy, thinking hard. “Feels like there’s a piece missing.” 

Dot looked up and saw Agatha gazing at her. 

“Only piece missing is how to sneak into the boys’ school,” Sophie 
snapped, and steered the conversation back to the plan. “We need to search 
the library for spells—” 





Agatha tried to pay attention, but her eyes kept drifting back to Dot ... 

“Agatha?” Sophie frowned. “Can you come then?” 

Agatha jolted to attention. “Sure—of course—” 

All of a sudden, she noticed something on Sophie’s wrist, peeking from 
under her cloak ... tiny patterned cuts, thinly scabbed over. Struck by a 
familiar feeling, Agatha tried to squint closer, but a flurry of noise rose 
outside and the girls turned—3ust in time to see the doors fly open and 
Pollux stumble in, head atop a dead ostrich, scowling with suspicion at a 
book club that didn’t seem to have any books. 
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Merlin’s Lost Spell 


With Christmastime coming, the butterflies used the night to pull tinsel 
and starry lights around the tallest pine tree in the Blue Forest, as if a deadly 
Trial shouldn’t deter from festive traditions. 

By dawn, the boys had urinated on it from their windows and set it 
aflame. 


As Lady Lesso awarded ranks, Sophie passed notes with Anadil and Hester 
about paths into the boys’ school. In the next aisle, Agatha leaned her 
frozen chair back, squinting at the faint marks on Sophie’s wrist. 
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It was only noon, but Trial Tryouts were in full swing. Each of the class 
challenges involved slaying phantom princes that the teachers conjured to 
be as vile as possible, lunging at the girls with zombified faces and 
sickening screams. Indeed, the teachers seemed to have lost all reluctance, 
with even Professor Anemone sanctioning the most vicious deaths. Lives 
were at stake now, and the teachers fully invested in finding the best 
possible team. 

Sophie and Agatha resolved to act enthused through all of 1t so the Dean 
wouldn't suspect their impending plans to escape. And indeed, Sophie 


played her part well, dispatching boy phantoms with alarming vengeance, 
cheering on her fellow classmates, and remaining immune from the 
frightening witch symptoms that had plagued her days before. Even more, 
Agatha noticed Sophie back to her jaunty old self now, chummily grabbing 
her arm between classes, romanticizing their coming return to Gavaldon, 
and acting as if Agatha’s visit to Tedros had simply never happened. 

“Elders won’t hurt us if there’re no more attacks ... and Pll just spend 
time at your house instead of mine ...,” Sophie considered as they’d walked 
to Lesso’s. “Maybe I’ll even get my own show after all!” 

“As long as you don’t put me in it,” Agatha grouched before Sophie’s 
grin made her crack up. 

Agatha wanted to be suspicious of it, to ask how Sophie could forgive her 
so easily—but Sophie just seemed so relieved and happy to have her best 
friend again. 

Given all she’d caused with her wish, Agatha had even more motivation 
than Sophie to get out of this school. She racked her brain for ways into 
Tedros’ tower but always came up empty. Her frustration leaked into 
Tryouts, where she lashed out at boys like the witch-girl of old, stabbing 
phantoms through, setting them on fire, watching coldly as they shattered to 
dust. By the third challenge, all the reasons she’d once hated Tedros came 
roaring back—his arrogance, his recklessness, his hotheaded immaturity— 

And yet ... why did Dot’s question still nag at her? 

There was no missing piece, Agatha assured herself. Tedros had attacked 
her. Tedros ruined their fairy tale. 

Her soul’s wish for him had been wrong. 

And yet ... Agatha found herself tilting farther in her chair, Sophie’s 
hand still too far away to see. She reclined even more, teetering on one 
chair leg, until Hester’s iced desktop was in front of Sophie’s wrist, 
magnifying it like a lens. Agatha’s eyes widened, recognizing the faint 
wounds in her friend’s creamy skin, patterned with deep needle pricks. 

Spirick cuts. 

Where had Sophie encountered spiricks? 

In the Woods, of course, Agatha reminded herself. That’s where they’d 
attacked her, hadn’t they? And yet, Sophie’s wounds still looked fresh ... 

Sophie turned to her, and Agatha’s chair nearly toppled. “Come to the 
library with me?” Sophie smiled, helping her up. “Ten minutes before 


fourth session. We can look at spying spells!” 

Agatha smiled back and grabbed her bag, shoving spiricks from her 
mind. 

No more doubts. No more distrust, she thought, following her best friend 
upstairs. 

She’d learned her lesson with the wart. 


Melting black candles lined the walls of Evil Hall, with yellow-green 
flames the color of snake eyes. 

In the center of the room, twelve white coffin beds lay in a row, each 
with the body of a male teacher from Good or Evil. Tanned, mustached 
Professor Espada, who taught Swordplay to Everboys; pimpled, bald 
Professor Manley, who taught Uglification to Neverboys; wizened, 
doddering Professor Lukas, who taught Chivalry; Castor, who led 
Henchmen Training, his brother Pollux’s head missing from their two- 
headed dog body; Beezle, Evil’s red-skinned dwarf, next to a pack of Forest 
Group leaders—an ogre, a centaur, and a sprite among them; even 
Albemarle, the spectacled woodpecker who’d once tallied Good’s rankings 
... all breathing in sync, their sleeping faces peaceful. 

On the floor in front of them, Tristan slouched, surrounded by open 
spellbooks from the Library of Vice. “We’ve been up all night,” he yawned, 
pawing his red hair. “The Dean’s magic is too strong.” 

“Well, we'll all be slaves unless we break it,” Tedros mumbled, rifling 
pages of Sleep No More. “You don’t know what they’re like together, those 
two girls. They’Il make mincemeat of us if the boys don’t get behind this 
Trial and start Tryouts now.” He grabbed another book. “But we need our 
teachers back if we’re to have any chance of winning.” 

“How about I go and check on the Storian?” Tristan said quickly. “Just to 
make sure—” 

“Look, it’s a sleeping curse. It has to have a cure.” 

“Not unless you have a man-wolf handy,” Tristan snorted, tossing aside 
Spells for Sleeping Beauties. 

Tedros closed his last book a moment later. He saw the dark circles under 
Tristan’s eyes, obscuring his freckles. “All right,” the prince caved, standing 
up. “Let’s go back—” 


He suddenly noticed the book Tristan had tossed, open to a cobwebbed 
page. Tedros slid it closer with his foot. 
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“Hate to tell you,” said Tristan impatiently, “but Sader told us last year. 
Man-wolves only live in Bloodbrook—” 

“Funny.” Tedros looked up, eyes twinkling. “Isn’t that where Hort’s 
from?” 


Sophie flung The Sneak and Spy Handbook onto a heap of discarded books 
and squinted up at the Library of Virtue’s two-floor gold coliseum, 
dominated by a sundial clock. “It will take us months to go through all 
these!” 

“They’re all the same spells,” Agatha frowned, sitting at her table and 
paging through Snoop Spells, Volume 2. “Invisibility, disguise, advanced 
Mogrifications—nothing they wouldn’t expect. We need to be in the boys’ 
school long enough to break into Tedros’ tower. Could take us days.” 

“Days? With those dirty princes? We’ll die of fumes,” Sophie moaned. 
She squinted at the leathery tortoise behind the reception desk, asleep on a 
massive library log. “Is that thing ever awake?” 


She turned and saw Agatha frowning at a few butterflies that had 
fluttered in. “Don’t fret,” Sophie whispered. “We’re the perfect team, 
remember? Think of how you sneaked into the Trial last year.” 

“This is different, Sophie. We need help,” Agatha said quickly. “And as 
long as the Dean’s listening, we can’t get it.” 

With their schedules separating, Sophie headed to Female Talents with 
Hester and Anadil, while Agatha caught up with Dot in History of 
Heroines. 

“Still nothing?” Dot said, seeing Agatha’s face as she settled next to her 
in Good Hall’s calcified pews. “Daddy would know what to do, but he’s on 
the run from Maid Marian. She’s enslaving all the men in Sherwood Forest 
after she found out Robin has a wandering eye.” Dot sighed. “Coulda told 
her that myself.” 

Kiko’s head poked beside Agatha’s from the pew behind. “Eeee! You 
finally get to see the best class! Wish you were here the first week. We went 
inside Cinderella’s story—did you know she just married her prince until he 
signed his kingdom over to her? Then she had him thrown in the dungeons 
and ruled herself, pretending their marriage was happy. Turns out boys have 
been covering up the truth about fairy tales for ages, just to make girls seem 
weak and stupid. Then we went inside Goldilocks’ story and watched her 
tame the three bears and turn them into fur coats, and then we went inside 
Snow White’s, when she poisoned those sexist dwarfs with apples—” 

“Huh?” Agatha said, confounded. “First off, nothing you just said sounds 
anything like the ‘truth.’ Second of all, how do you go inside stories?” 

Kiko smiled mischievously. “You'll see.” 

The Dean clacked in through the double doors, heels echoing on stone. 
“In addition to attacking our team, the boys will no doubt lace the Blue 
Forest with deadly traps—as will we,” she said, hips swishing up the aisle 
to the wooden lectern. “But a boy’s mind is perhaps the deadliest trap, girls. 
When their dignity is on the line, they will resort to desperate tactics, 
perverse and unimaginable. You must be prepared.” 

From inside the lectern, she pulled a massively thick text—A Student 5 
Revised History of the Woods, by August Sader—and opened to a page in 
the middle. The Dean’s disembodied voice boomed over the hall, as if 
coming out of the book: 

“Chapter 26: The Rise and Fall of King Arthur.’” 


In a tiny cloud of mist, a ghostly three-dimensional scene melted into 
view atop the book page ... a silent living diorama of King Arthur in his 
gold crown and night robe, stalking through the halls of Camelot. 

Agatha could hardly see it from the back of the pews. “It’s so small—” 

“Wait,” Kiko said behind her. 

The Dean raised up the book and, with a gap-toothed grin, blew on the 
phantom scene. With a fizzling whoosh, the scene shattered into a million 
glittered shards and crashed over the students like a glass sandstorm. 
Agatha shielded her eyes and felt her body floating through space, until her 
feet touched ground. She slowly peeked through her fingers ... 

Good Hall had disappeared, along with the pews and the rest of the girls. 
She was standing in a dark-wood chamber hall, the air thick and hazy 
around her, giving the room a vaporous feel, as if it wasn’t quite real. She 
squinted and saw a bearded, powerfully built gray-haired man in a wolf-fur 
night robe and gold crown tiptoeing towards her ... 

Agatha gasped. Kiko was right. She was inside the book’s scene. 

Her hand reached through the smoky air towards a wall painted with 
paisley bronze patterns, and her fingers went straight through like a ghost’s. 
King Arthur slipped past her, flickering and distorting slightly like a 
phantom, bare feet pattering across the rose-colored carpet towards the end 
of the hall. Agatha recognized him from the square jaw and crystal-blue 
eyes he’d passed on, as well as the gold-hilted sword tucked into his robe. 
The same sword she’d taken from his son’s hands two nights before. 

“Arthur met Guinevere at the School for Good and Evil before he 
became king,” the Dean’s voice narrated. “From the day they met, he knew 
she despised him. Still he forced her into marriage, for boys are brutal, 
ruthless creatures—and none more than Arthur.” 

Agatha squinted hard at the phantom king. Was any of this the truth? Or 
just another of the Dean’s twisted tales? 

She watched Arthur approach the last door in the hall, the king careful 
not to make a sound ... 

“Guinevere had one condition, however: that each night, she and the king 
sleep in separate chambers,” the Dean continued. “Arthur could not deny 
the request, for Guinevere behaved the perfect wife and birthed him the 
wretched son he’d always wanted. Yet still the king couldn’t sleep. Night 


after night, Arthur tried to see inside his queen’s room, but her door was 
always locked. Until one night ...” 

Now Agatha saw what the king had. Tonight, the queen’s door was 
cracked open. Following behind Arthur, Agatha leaned over him and 
peeked through it ... 

Just in time to see Guinevere sneak out her window, slide down its 
curtain, and disappear into the night. 

“The next morning, the queen was at breakfast, smiling and agreeable as 
always,” the Dean’s voice said. “Arthur said nothing of what he’d seen.” 

The scene vanished around Agatha, instantly replaced by a dusty cave, 
littered with burbling laboratory vessels, shelves of murky vials and jars, 
and dozens of half-filled notebooks. Now Arthur was arguing with an 
ancient, scrawny man, a stark white beard down to his stomach. 

“Arthur tried invisibility, trail tracking, Mogrification—everything he’d 
learned at the School for Good—but still couldn’t find where Guinevere 
disappeared to each night. His lifelong adviser, Merlin, refused to help, 
insisting matters of the heart were beyond magic ...” 

Merlin stormed out of his cave. Arthur pursued him but stopped 
suddenly. He peered closer at one of Merlin’s open notebooks and took it 
into his hands ... 

“Then Arthur saw something Merlin had been brewing down in his lair 

Arthur’s eyes flared wider ... 

“Something so daring, so dangerous he knew it was his only chance ...” 

Hands trembling, Arthur ripped out the page. 

The scene flashed to a hooded figure in a forest, galloping past Agatha on 
a black horse, camouflaged by the night. 

“That evening, Arthur had guards seal Guinevere’s windows. Cloaked in 
a hood, he climbed out from the adjacent room to find a horse waiting ...” 

The horse came to a stop in a pitch-dark clearing. Agatha watched a thin, 
shadowed man creep out from behind a far tree and slowly approach the 
horse’s rider. But shrouded completely in his cloak and hood, King Arthur 
didn’t dismount. He just waited as the shadowy man grew closer ... closer 
... each unable to see the other ... until Agatha finally saw moonlight spill 
on the shadowed man’s light-brown skin, hooked nose, and knight’s 
uniform. 


“It was Lancelot. The friend Arthur loved so much he called him a 
brother. The man Guinevere had come to every night.” 

Lancelot drew nearer to the horse, the hooded cloak still drawn over the 
rider’s face. Lancelot hesitated, sensing something wrong ... but then saw 
delicate white slippered feet peeking from beneath the rider’s cloak. Agatha 
stared at these girlish feet, confused, as Lancelot smiled lovingly and 
moved closer to the horse. Agatha watched as Lancelot reached up ... 
gently pulled back the rider’s hood ... revealing King Arthur’s crystal-blue 
eyes... 

Agatha choked. 

His eyes weren’t aman’s anymore. 

In a flash, Arthur drew a blade, stabbing Lancelot’s stomach. The horse 
sprinted away, returning the king back to the castle. 

The scene melted to vapors and Agatha was back in Good Hall with the 
silent, stunned class. 

“The spell made King Arthur a girl?” Beatrix cried, aghast. “A boy— 
became—a girl?” 

“Just long enough for the king to see his queen had made a fool of him,” 
the Dean said. “But by the time Arthur reverted from the spell and returned 
to Camelot, Guinevere was gone. He sent his men to finish off Lancelot, but 
the knight too had vanished. Neither he nor the queen was ever seen again.” 

Agatha couldn’t breathe, still questioning everything she’d just seen. And 
yet she needed this story to be true— she needed it to save her and Sophie’s 
life—she needed— 

“The spell!” she blurted, lurching to her feet. “Where”s Merlin’s spell!” 

“Lost, like all of his spells, of course,” the Dean replied, closing the 
book. “But the spell is hardly the point, dear.” She looked up at Agatha with 
a daring smile. “It’s that a boy was clever and disciplined enough to find it.” 

As Agatha sank down, girls buzzed feverishly around her, dissecting 
every moment of their trip through time. 

“Told you it was a good class,” Kiko whispered behind her. 

But Agatha slumped deeper, for all it’d given her was more dead ends. 
Her and Sophie’s only hope was that the baboonish boys she’d seen across 
the bay, lacking in cleverness or discipline, had hit a dead end of their own. 





“I want to be on the Trial team,” said Hort, still in underpants, voice 
resounding in Evil Hall. “That’s my condition.” 

“Sorry, Hort, but we need the strongest boys,” said Tedros, after he’d sent 
Tristan away for this negotiation. “That’s why we brought in the princes. 
Only Aric and I don’t have to try out—” 

“You need a man-wolf scream? You need my villain talent? Then give 
me a spot on the team,” Hort snapped. He looked down at his underpants. 
“And a new uniform.” 

“Look, it’s just one scream—” 

“No, you look! My dad said villains can’t love, and I tried to love,” Hort 
said, beady eyes gluing to the floor. “Chasing after Sophie like I was an 
Ever when I’m just ... well, look at me.” He rubbed at his whiskery cheeks. 
“Made a fool of myself ... and my dad. Least I can do is win the treasure 
and bury him. You understand that, don’t you?” He looked up at Tedros. 
“Trying to make him proud, even if he’s dead?” 

Tedros’ jaw softened. He could see the flush across Hort’s chest, his 
bottom lip trembling. The boy had been born with none of his good fortune, 
and yet they were so much the same. 

“No one will fight like me,” Hort pleaded, looking like a shivering 
squirrel. “No one.” 

The prince folded his arms, trying valiantly to ignore him. “Hort, these 
girls want me dead. This isn’t like last year. This is a real Trial, with all our 
lives at stake, and I’m the leader of this school and responsible for the boys’ 
safety and they’re already revolting over the fact they might end up slaves 
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Hort was whimpering like a homeless puppy. Tedros gritted his teeth. 

“So what would it look like if I just—1f I—1f—if—” 

The prince slumped, exhaling. “Aric will shoot me.” 

Hort beamed sharp yellow teeth. He whirled to the sleeping teachers, 
unleashing a scream so primal his body jerked into contortions and so loud 
that Tedros quailed against the wall, covering his ears. By the time the 
prince looked up, Hort wasn’t human anymore. He was swathed in a man- 
wolf’s dark fur over bulging muscles, erect on two legs, roaring and roaring 
until he finally ran out of breath. 

“Told you I last longer,” Hort growled as he listened proudly to boys’ 
terrified shouts upstairs, torn from their sleep. 





They weren’t the only ones woken. 

Slowly the teachers stirred in their coffins, one by one. Manley was the 
first to rise, jowly, pockmarked face flickering in torchlight. 

Tedros grinned and extended his hand. “Professor, welcome back to the 
School for Boy—” 

“Fine mess you’ve gotten yourself into. A castle full of filthy strangers. 
A Trial with ludicrous terms. Terms you trapped us into once the girls 
agreed,” Manley sneered, tramping for the door. “Slaves to girls? Imagine 
what the stories would look like with the Storian in Dean Sader’s hands. 
Men dying at the end of every tale. Men on a losing streak worse than 
Evil’s.” 

“And yet a silver lining if we win,” Professor Espada said, glowering at 
the two boys as his pointy black boots hit the ground. “Win this Trial, and 
those two cursed Readers die. Their fairy tale instantly undone ... our 
schools back to Good and Evil, like they always were.” 

“Ten days to right this ship, then,’ Albemarle the woodpecker said, 
trailing after them with the rest of the Forest Group leaders. “I'll prepare the 
schedules.” 

“Tl ready the classrooms,” said Chivalry’s Professor Lukas. 

“AND PLL WAKE THE SORRY LOSERS UP,” Castor roared, shaking 
out his fur. 

Beezle burped with glee and ran after him. 

“But—but what about me?” Tedros called behind them— 

“You can compete for the Trial team like everyone else,” Manley spat 
back. 

“Compete?” Tedros blurted. 

“How about me!” Hort spluttered, shrinking to human. “He s-s-s-said—” 

“He ain’t in charge anymore.” Manley’s voice echoed as he vanished 
down the hall’s stairs. 

Hort glowered at Tedros, betrayed. The prince went red, straining for 
voice. “But how—how did they know—” 

Castor swiveled from the door, rabid and bloodshot. 

“JUST "CAUSE WE’RE ASLEEP DON’T MEAN WE CAN’T HEAR.” 


For five nights, Sophie, Agatha, and the witches met in the Supper Hall for 
Book Club, debating possible schemes to get the Storian and wish 


themselves home. And yet none seemed without serious risk. With each 
passing day, Agatha grew more and more doubtful of every new spell, 
Sophie more and more sharp with her, and both more and more convinced 
the Trial would happen as planned. Together they decided that come the 6th 
night, they’d pick a plan, for their time was running short. 

At half past eight, Agatha and Dot swept down to the Supper Hall, 
frantically comparing spells, only to find Sophie, Hester, and Anadil 
standing outside the door. 

“We have a problem.” Hester stepped aside, revealing the sign pasted 
over their book club’s. 
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“Can’t we move somewhere else?” Dot asked. 

“It's the only place butterflies don’t come,” worried Sophie. “We’ve 
already lost a week. We need a plan tonight.” 

The girls fell quiet. 

“Guess we’re all auditioning for A Pageant History of Female 
Accomplishment,” Agatha crabbed. Then she caught Sophie’s excited look 
and frowned. “You’re not getting a part.” 

Ten minutes later, Sophie was cavorting in front of the curtain on a 
makeshift stage in the Supper Hall, delivering an inexplicable monologue in 
an inexplicable accent. “Hear me, Prrrrrince Humperdink! Do naht be 
fooled bah mah beauhty and charrrm. I ahm a simple woman. Simple in 
mahnd, simple in hearrrt—but do naht take thaht for simple in spirrrit.” 


She looked down at Professor Sheeks and Pollux’s head, perched on the 
table, both blinking at her. 

“Tthought it was quite good,” Pollux wisped. 

A hand yanked her behind the curtain. 

“Was it too subtle?” Sophie said, eyeing the paltry line of girls waiting 
their turns. 

“The only thing subtle is your chance to live,” Hester seethed. “We’re 
deciding on a plan and we’re deciding on a plan now. Everyone give their 
best idea.” 

“I found a Spyder Sling Spell that sticks you to ceilings,” Anadil offered, 
leaning against the window. “You could hide in the vents for days.” 

“And where do I bathe?” said Sophie. “Where do I eat?” 

“You eat?” Anadil said, gaping. 

“We could send my demon to steal the pen,” Hester mulled. “Surely he’ll 
get past the shield.” 

“And if he gets caught? Your demon dies and so do you,” Sophie 
returned. “And now that I think about it, it’s a lovely idea.” 

“What if I turn you into vegetables?” Dot offered. “Boys don’t eat 
vegetables.” 

Everyone stared at her. 

“Aggie?” Sophie said. “Surely you found something?” 

Agatha had been quietly shifting in her clumps during all this, for she had 
been counting on the witches to find something foolproof. But now she had 
to face what she’d suspected all along. 

“There isn’t anything safe, no matter what we choose,” she said. She 
looked up at Sophie, tearing. “This is my fault—we’re going to end up in 
that Trial, and it’s my fault—” 

“But—but—we can’t die, Aggie,’ Sophie rasped. “Not when we’re 
finally friends again.” 

Agatha shook her head. “They’ll find us, Sophie. Any of these spells— 
they'll find us ...” 

She stopped, because her eyes had caught something out the window. 

“Aggie?” Sophie asked. 

Agatha put her hands on the window as the witches crowded around her. 

“Oh, it’s just Helga,” Sophie huffed, watching the frumpy, lavender- 
dressed gnome scurrying through the Blue Forest to her burrow by the 


brook. “Strange, though. She looks skinnier ... I didn’t know gnomes go on 
diets. And her hair is different too! Looks like ... like a ...” 

Now all the girls pressed their noses to the glass in shock. 

“It can’t be,” Hester gasped. 

For as the gnome slid back into Helga’s burrow in Helga’s dress and 
Helga’s hat, a face that wasn t Helga’s peeked up through the hole to make 
sure no one saw it. 

“It was a girl during class—it’s been a girl every day,” Dot said. “It’s 
impossible!” 

But it wasn’t, Agatha thought, mirroring a Dean’s daring smile. For she’d 
seen the spell that had made it possible, lost and now found. 

The spell that had hidden Yuba in the enemy’s castle all this time. 

And the spell that would now help her and Sophie do the same. 
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“I don’t understand,” Sophie whispered to Agatha. “What does all this 
have to do with getting into the boys’ school?” 

Agatha ignored her, glaring at Helga the Gnome, bound to a frilly 
rocking chair, long white hair covered in kale flakes. “Either tell us how 
you do it, Yuba, or we give you to the Dean.” 

“I find your charges deeply offensive,” Helga retorted, her voice tight and 
pitchy. “All males have been evicted—” 

“We saw you, Yuba,” said Hester, arms crossed next to Dot. “We saw 
your face.” 





“Yuba? Me? Preposterous,” Helga scowled, struggling for the white staff 
out of reach. “Now leave at once, before I call the Dean myself.” 

“Please! We need your help,” Agatha begged— 

“But how can she help us with boys? And why do you keep calling her 
Yuba?” Sophie badgered, pointing at the dowdy gnome. “I feel like Pm 


missing something” 

“A brain,” Hester murmured. 

With the butterflies generally dormant at night, the girls had waited until 
after midnight before each took a turn sneaking into the Blue Forest (Anadil 
was caught by Pollux and had to abort the plan). There was no way to 
squeeze through the tiny gnome hole they’d seen, but Dot had turned the 
ground around it to kale and the rest stomped through, stunning Helga in 
her lair. While the witches tied the gnome to the chair, Agatha poked around 
the tiny furniture and bookshelves for signs of a male inhabitant, but the 
doily linens, abundance of flowerpots, and lavender wallpaper all had a 
decidedly female touch. 

Sophie frowned as she sniffed a flowerpot. “Strange, though ...,” she said 
airily. “Never met a girl who likes hydrangeas.” 

Agatha humphed at Helga, as if this idiocy would have to suffice as 
proof. “We know about Merlin’s spell, Yuba. We saw it in our book. We 
know you used it.” 

“The Dean has revised all her brother’s texts to reflect her own agenda,” 
Helga shot back, reddening. “Besides, what do I know of Merlin’s spells?” 

“Only what you taught Merlin yourself,” a voice said. 

They all swiveled to Dot, in front of a bookshelf, peering at My Life in 
Magic by Merlin of Camelot. She held open the first page, eyeing the 
gnome. 


To Helga and Yuba 
My greatest teacher 


“Should be teachers, shouldn’t it?” said Dot. 

The den was quiet. 

Agatha kneeled down in front of the old gnome. “Surviving Fairy Tales. 
That’s what you teach.” She took Helga’s wrinkled hand. “And we can’t 
survive ours without you.” 

Helga’s gray pupils glued to the ground, unable to look at her student for 
a long time. Slowly, her long white hair retracted into her skull, growing 
scratchy and short. The grooves of her face magically deepened and the 
skin hardened to a leathery tan beneath a growing white beard. Her cheeks 
hollowed, her nose fattened, her eyebrows bushied, her body burlying to a 


barrel shape ... until at last Yuba the Gnome gazed up at his former 
students, in the same lavender dress and wobbly heels. 

“Do you mind if I change?” he asked quietly. 

Sophie gawped at her old Forest Group teacher, morphed from a girl into 
a boy. She twirled to Agatha, appalled. 

“That's how you want us to get in the boys’ school? By turning us into ... 
gnomes?” 

Agatha banged her head against the wall. 


On a dusty wool couch, Agatha, Sophie, Hester, and Dot held mugs of 
turnip-root tea, eyes flicking back and forth as Yuba paced the room in his 
belted green coat and orange cone hat. 

“The irony of teaching is we often teach what we can no longer do. 
Though I have been teaching students for 115 years how to survive in the 
Endless Woods, I could hardly survive a day outside these gates anymore,” 
the gnome said, no longer straining to disguise his voice. “When the 
Eviction happened, I needed to remain here safely until the balance was 
restored. Disguising as Helga was the only way. No one would ever find me 
out. No one would have a clue.” He glowered at Sophie and Agatha, 
squished next to each other. “But given what you’ve done to the rules of 
Good and Evil, I’m not surprised you’re back to ruin the rules of Boys and 
Girls.” 

Sophie leaned to Agatha. “I really don’t see how turning into gnomes 
ruins any—” 

Agatha elbowed her and Sophie shut up. 

Yuba slurped from his teacup and sat back in his rocking chair. “Gnomes 
are different from other creatures in the Woods for two reasons,” he said. 
“From your classwork, Hester can surely tell us the first.” 

“They’re always neutral in war,” Hester answered confidently. 

“Indeed. Gnomes have never once been drawn into a conflict, in over 
2,000 years. We’ve maintained peace between ourselves and others, without 
exception.” 

Sophie yawned and started pouring more tea. 

“The second reason we’re different is less known and won’t be found in 
your books,” said Yuba. “Gnomes are born with the ability to change sex.” 


Sophie missed her cup and poured tea into Hester’s lap. 

“Temporarily, of course,” the gnome continued, ignoring Hester’s loud 
curses. “Boy gnomes can turn into girl gnomes and girls into boys at will 
until they come of age, when they revert permanently to the sex that they 
were born.” 

Now Sophie dropped the whole pot on Hester. 

“No wonder Daddy never let us near young gnomes in Sherwood 
Forest,” Dot marveled as Hester beat Sophie with a pillow. “Probably 
thought they were contagious.” 

“The sheriff is not alone in his thinking,” Yuba sighed. “And yet, these 
two properties of gnomes were of deep interest to Merlin, the greatest 
student to ever attend the School for Good and Evil. In his free time, and 
often in this very cave, he probed and studied gnome biology so relentlessly 
his ranks suffered. It is why he was ultimately tracked as a Helper to 
Arthur’s father, instead of as a hero of his own tale.” 

“But why would Merlin care whether gnomes were peaceful or changed 
sexes?” Agatha asked. 

“Because be believed the two linked,” said Yuba. “He believed the brief 
period of playful transformation allowed gnomes to be more sensitive and 
aware than other creatures. If there was a way for humans to have that 
experience, even for a moment, you too would be as peace loving as the 
gnomes. All wars preempted, all notions of Good and Evil dissolved ... 
mankind perfected.” Yuba paused. “He was such a passionate fellow I 
couldn’t help but believe him.” 

Now Sophie and Hester were both paying attention. 

“So you helped him find a spell?” Agatha asked. “A spell to turn human 
boys into girls and girls into boys?” 

“A highly fleeting spell that would work on any species,” said Yuba. 
“Better to do it under my supervision than attempt such a dangerous spell 
on his own.” The gnome swallowed ruefully. “Long after he left the School 
for Good and Evil, he’d return to work with me on the formula. Indeed, it is 
why I still had the recipe, for I often spent free moments fine-tuning and 
testing it on myself before his next visit. It took us 20 years to perfect the 
spell—until Arthur used it to attack Lancelot for all the wrong reasons. 
Sabotage, subterfuge, revenge ... Instead of Merlin’s spell bringing peace, 


now word spread of a curse that could bring down kingdoms and destroy 
men for all time.” Tears glistened in Yuba’s eyes. 

“Merlin fled just before the armies came for him, but they incinerated the 
lifetime of work he’d left behind. Without his wife and his beloved adviser, 
Arthur succumbed to drunkenness and heartbreak. Neither Inor anyone else 
ever saw Merlin again.” 

Yuba put down his rattling cup. “Professor Sader later effaced the episode 
from his histories, afraid of the embarrassment it would cause Arthur’s son. 
But the Dean has no such consideration for a boy.” 

“Nor do we,” Sophie lashed, standing up. “That boy is planning our 
execution as we speak—” 

“And Merlin’s spell is our only way into his castle,” Agatha insisted. 

“So if you'll please hand it over,” said Sophie, huffing towards Yuba, 
“my friend and I can go hom—” 

She paused midstride, blinking. 

“Aggie, darling? Not to be gauche, but how exactly would Merlin’s spell 
help us? I don’t mean to imply that our night has been a complete goose 
chase or that you’ve poorly thought this out, but what could we possibly do 
with some ludicrous spell that turns boys into girls and girls into ...” 

Sophie’s eyes suddenly popped. 

“Here it comes,” Dot mumbled. 

Sophie swiveled to Agatha. “But—but you don’t want us to—you 
weren’t talking about—” 

“And if you find the Storian ...,” the gnome said to Agatha, “there will 
be peace?” 

Agatha gave him a sad smile. “A wish started this war, Yuba. Now a wish 
can end it.” 

“A BOY?” Sophie screeched, clutching her stomach. “AGGIE, YOU 
WANT ME TO BE A ... BOY?” 

“It’s the only way to wish for each other without Tedros discovering us,” 
Agatha said, finally looking at her. 

“But ... b-b-b-b-boys? Two ... b-b-b-boys?” 

Yuba cleared his throat behind them. “I’m afraid only one can go.” 

“What?” Agatha said, spinning— 

“T left my notes in Sheeba’s classroom, when the butterflies heard me 
collecting ingredients,” said Yuba, hunching over the flowerpot with the 


hydrangeas. He dug his fist into the dirt and withdrew a small glass vial, 
shaped like a teardrop, filled with a fluorescing violet brew. “When I 
returned later, the recipe was gone. I am old and dodgy of memory and 
cannot reconstruct it, no matter how hard I try. This is my last dose of the 
potion.” He looked up at the two girls. “Enough for one of you to last three 
days in the boys’ castle.” 

Agatha whitened. “But how will you teach class—how will you stay at 
this school—” 

“I'm willing to risk my life if it means peace,” Yuba replied. 

Neither Sophie nor Agatha said anything for a moment, staring at the 
smoky potion in his hand. 

“Tl go,” said Agatha, lurching for the vial. 

“No! They’ll kill you!” cried Sophie, grabbing her. “We can’t be apart 
now—not after everything—” 

“Someone has to bring the pen back—” Agatha said, wresting free. 

“Send Hester!” Sophie shrieked, shoving the tattooed witch forward. 

“Me?” Hester roared, shoving her back. “Now I’m being dragged into 
this?” 

“Look, this is my idea, so I’ll go,” Agatha snapped. 

“Or Dot!” Sophie said, goosing Dot forward. “She’s always trying to be 
useful—” 

“I don’t want to be a boy!” Dot screeched, and ran around the sofa while 
Sophie chased her. 

“We’ll draw lots!” Sophie gasped, grabbing one of Yuba’s notebooks, 
desperately ripping up pages— 

Yuba stayed her hand. “Lives at stake, two schools at war ... and you 
expect to draw lots? No no no,” he said, tucking the vial into his coat. “It 
should be me who goes, of course—but boys will surely suspect a gnome in 
their midst, given our penchant for peace. And if I can’t go, there’s only one 
way to settle this indeed. A proper challenge, just as this school requires. 
And there’s certainly no reason it shouldn’t be Hester or Dot who goes, or 
even Anadil, since you’ll no doubt betray everything to her that happened 
here tonight.” 

The girls goggled at him. 

“Tomorrow we choose our boy,” Yuba said, shunting them all out. 
“Forest Groups exist precisely to winnow those who can survive in the 





bleakest circumstances versus those destined to fail.” 

As the girls scrambled from his kale-crusted burrow and towards the 
tunnel, Sophie brightened with relief. “See? Hester will get the pen! Hester 
wins everything—” 

“Never making friends with Evers again,” Hester boiled, shoving Agatha 
hard as she tramped into the trees. 

Agatha watched her trail away, stiffening with guilt. “I should be the one 
to go,” she said to Sophie. “How can he leave this up to a challenge? It 
doesn’t make any sense—” 

Dot butted between them, licking kale off her fingers. “That's "cause you 
haven’t heard the Five Rules.” 


“I say we fail on purpose,” Anadil harrumphed. 

“And end up a newt during tracking? No thank you,” Hester grumped, 
the two witches in black traipsing behind Sophie, Agatha, and blue- 
uniformed girls flooding through the gates for Forest Groups. “What I don’t 
understand is how you or I bring the Storian back. The School Master’s 
tower follows wherever the pen goes. If we steal it, the tower will chase us 

“Suppose J win?” Dot fretted, catching up. “I beat everyone in the 
poisoned-apple-making tryout this morning!” 

“That’s because it involved food,” Anadil muttered. 

Humming a cheerful tune, Sophie noticed Agatha still looking glum after 
last night. “Aggie, it really is the best solution,” Sophie whispered to her, 
once a few butterflies flew over. “Hester will get the pen in no time. We’ll 
write “The End’ before the Dean suspects a thing!” 

Despite her unease over dragging the witches into this, Agatha knew 
Sophie had a point. If there was one person who could be trusted to 
accomplish a mission quickly, it was Hester. 

“But it’s Yuba’s last dose,” worried Agatha. “How will he survive here?” 

“Think he’ll be just fine,” Sophie snorted. 

Agatha followed her eyes to the sea of girls, seated in front of the Blue 
Brook’s bridge, once made of stone, now replaced with rickety planks, 
suspended by two thick ropes. The girls gaped in silence at the old gnome 
standing atop the rope bridge, in a lavender dress and wobbly heels, his face 


completely obscured by bulbous red blisters, his hair hidden beneath a 
hideous babushka. 

“A highly contagious disease of indeterminate duration, so I encourage 
you to keep your distance,” Yuba huffed in his best Helga voice. “Now, 
given you may soon need to survive among boys, perhaps it is time to 
remind us all of the Five Rules.” He flashed a loaded look at Agatha, 
Sophie, and the witches as he wrote in the air with his smoking staff: 


1. Girls soften. Boys harden. 

2. Girls reflect. Boys react. 

3. Girls express. Boys suppress. 
4. Girls desire. Boys hunt. 


5. Girls caution. Boys ignore. 


Agatha grimaced. “These are sexist and reductive—” 

“Says the girl ignored, suppressed, and hunted by her prince,” Sophie 
replied. 

Agatha went quiet. 

“As you all know from your history classes last year, Ingertrolls are lady 
trolls, most often found beneath bridges in Netherwood and Runyon Mills,” 
Yuba declared. “And just for today, beneath our very own.” 

The girls all peered under the bridge to see the other female group leaders 
uncage a bony, blindfolded troll, with saggy skin scaled pink like a 
salmon’s. It sat in a child’s squat, tongue lolling idiotically, scratching hairy 
armpits and swallowing flies. 

“Ingertrolls are quite fond of young men and will do anything to separate 
them from their beloveds,” Yuba continued, frowning at Yara as she ambled 
in and plopped in the front row. “If a couple steps foot on their bridge, an 
Ingertroll will throw the girl off and let the boy pass unharmed. For today’s 
challenge, then, each of you will try to cross our bridge without being 
ejected—a feat no Evergirl or Nevergirl has ever managed at this school.” 


He eyed Hester confidently. “But the truly exceptional student will 
succeed.” 

As all the girls lined up at the bridge, Agatha questioned how 120 girls 
could each take a turn by the time class ended—and got her answer when 
Yara took her first step and was flung squawking into the trees before she 
took another. Girl after girl barely made it past the first plank, hurled left 
and right by the hopping Ingertroll, smacking her gums and wagging her 
bottom. 

“Use the rules!” Yuba berated, tightening his babushka. 

But they were no use either. Dot was pitched into the Periwinkle Pines, 
Anadil into the Blue Brook, and Hester into the Fernfield before Agatha 
was thrown off, fastest of all, into the Turquoise Thicket. 

“At least you got to the second plank,” Agatha sighed to Hester, picking 
thorns out of her backside. “Looks like it’s you after all.” 

“EYYYILIIIII!” 

They glanced up to see Sophie screeching and holding on for dear life to 
the rope bridge lıke a bull rider, while the Ingertroll tried to fling her off. 
Sophie would have happily allowed this, except for a minor problem. 

“MY SHOEEEEEEE!” she bellowed, tugging frantically at her glass 
heel, trapped in a plank. “IT’S S-S-T-T-UCCCCCKKK—” 

“And you say she’s changed?” Hester frowned. 

“The old Sophie would have stopped Tedros from kissing me,” said 
Agatha, wincing as Sophie unleashed a torrent of rather unfeminine words. 

“And you believe her? That someone e/se caused her symptoms? That 
she’s Good now?” 

“Doubting Sophie is the worst mistake I ever made. It put all of our lives 
at risk,” Agatha said as the troll flipped the bridge and Sophie continued her 
wailing upside down. “I believe what I see now, Hester. And that’s a friend 
willing to do anything to get me home safe.” 

Hester paused, taking this in. “Look, PI endure this hideous spell and get 
you two home. But only if it’s what you really want this time.” 

Agatha turned, surprised. For a moment, she forgot about the howling 
girl behind her. 

“Will keeping Sophie make you happier than a prince?” Hester said. 

Agatha looked away, tense. “Once upon a time, all I needed was a friend 
to be happy, Hester. Then I thought I needed more. It’s the problem with 


fairy tales. From far away, they seem so perfect. But up close, they’re just 
as complicated as real life.” 

Hester glared at her. “Will you be happier with her, or a prince.” 

“Tedros never loved me. If he loved me, he would have trusted me.” 

“Her or a prince.” 

“I don’t belong here. I don’t belong with a prince —” 

“Agatha —” 

“There is no choice anymore, Hester!” Agatha cried, voice cracking. 
“There is no Tedros!” 

Hester was speechless. 

Agatha recovered, managing a smile. “Besides, who could ever love me 
as much as Sophie?” 

“AGATHHHHHAAAA, HEELLLPPP!” Sophie’s voice mewled, and the 
two girls turned back to see her straddling the bridge ropes like a demented 
ballerina. 

“How that girl gets out of bed in the morning, I have no idea,” Agatha 
sighed. 

Finally the Ingertroll stopped shaking the bridge and tried to dislodge 
Sophie’s foot from the shoe—only to receive a firm slap. 

“How rude!” Sophie scolded the stunned troll. “Even Cinderella’s prince 
asked permission!” Sophie pried her shoe loose and smacked the troll with 
it. “And that’s for causing trouble between perfectly happy pairs,” she said, 
smiling at Agatha as the troll swelled furious red, about to smite her. Sophie 
peered down at it. “You know, I used to be just like you.” 

The troll deflated, confused. 

“But now I have my friend back,” Sophie whispered. “A friend who 
makes me Good.” She patted the troll’s head. “One day I hope you’ll find a 
friend too.” 

She left the gaping creature behind and moseyed forward, settling on a 
rock to replace her shoe. “Now I see why Agatha wears those odious clump 

Sophie realized where she was and bolted to her feet. 

Yuba was wide-eyed on the other side of the rope bridge. 

“No no no—” Sophie yelped, waving him off— 

“Each of the girls’ rules disobeyed so skillfully that you’ve managed to 
convince the most discerning of monsters you’re not a girl at all!” Yuba 


pipped. 
A gold “1” rank exploded over Sophie’s head like a crown. “It—1t was an 
accident!” she cried, batting it away as all the other girls’ ranks appeared— 
But the gnome was giddily waddling towards his hole. “Looks like a girl, 
acts like a girl ... who knew!” he babbled, grinning back at Sophie as 
smoke rose subtly from his staff into the air ... 


9 6’clock 


Sophie turned green. Slowly she looked down and saw Agatha and the 
witches even more gobsmacked than the rest of the class. 

Because the one girl who they could never, ever imagine surviving as a 
boy was about to become one. 


<= 16 LH ~ 
A Boy by Any Other Name 


m? 


“Its what you always wanted, isn’t it? A part big enough to hold you 
Agatha prattled, slipping with Sophie through the Tunnel of Trees. “And 
who better to play a part than you?” 

Pulling her cloak tighter, Sophie raced ahead into the snow-sprinkled 
Clearing, dimly lit by two torches on the Blue Forest gate. She’d insisted 
that the witches stay in the castle tonight. Having a gnome and her best 
friend there would be humiliation enough. 

Yuba had picked 9 o’clock carefully, for most of the girls were bathing, at 
club meetings, or busy studying for the next Trial Tryouts, while the 
butterflies tended to settle on rafters or banisters in the foyer, dormant to 
everything but the most egregious noise. With Beatrix at Elf fluency lessons 
and the Dean in her office, they’d have enough time to go through with the 
plan. How Agatha would explain her friend’s disappearance, Sophie asked 
repeatedly, but her friend shooed the questions away—no doubt because she 
didn’t have the answers. 





“You might even enjoy being a boy,” Agatha gibbered on, clumps 
crunching onto snow. “Think of it as a costume—think of it as a show—” 

“Only the audience is trying to kill me,” Sophie growled. 

She heard her friend’s clump crunches slow behind her. 

“How can I leave you alone with him?” Agatha whispered, shivering in 
her cloak. 

Sophie stood still, listening to the Valor tower clock toll and fade, 
snowflakes smothering against her neck. “Everything Good in me is 
because of you, Agatha. Isn’t it time I did something Good for you too?” 

She turned to see Agatha, snow caked in torchlight and smiling 
crookedly like she had in those first days as friends, so surprised Sophie 
wanted to spend time with her. 

“PIIL owe you one, all right?” Agatha said, eyes glistening. “Even if I 
have to sing in your musical.” 

Sophie cracked a smile back. 

They both noticed Yuba’s white staff poking out of a hole in the distance, 
wagging impatiently. 

“Listen, try to get on tower guard—that’s how you’ll get to the pen—” 
Agatha jabbered again as she gripped Sophie’s hand and pulled her into the 
Forest. “And watch out for a strange spell—that’s what Tedros used against 
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me— 


But Sophie couldn’t hear Agatha’s voice anymore, only the frantic 
thumps of her own heart, knowing the time had come. 


“Any questions about the plan once Sophie transforms?” Yuba whispered to 
Agatha, his face clear of the magical pox he’d given himself during class. 
He eyed Sophie, pumping herself a glass of water in the kitchen, and 
lowered his voice even more. “It is her surest way into the boys’ castle.” 

“B-b-but are you sure it will work?” Agatha whispered back, appalled by 
what the gnome was proposing. “Suppose the crogs think she’s a ...” 

She held her tongue, for Sophie had stopped pumping water and could 
hear them now. 

“Sophie, we were just waiting for you,” Agatha called quickly, hands 
shaking as she unfolded a bamboo curtain in the corner of the den. 
“Remember the spell only lasts three days—” 

“Which gives Sophie only until the Trial begins,” the gnome said. 
“Sophie must retrieve the pen and storybook before then.” He stoked the 
fire with his staff, and his den swathed in hot glow. “Remember, the School 
Master’s tower will chase Sophie once she takes the Storian, and the boys 
will know they’ve been tricked. Agatha, you must be waiting the instant she 
returns, ready to make your wish. The pen will write ‘The End’ in your 
book, and you’ll both be gone before the boys attack.” 

Agatha’s throat bobbed. “And Sophie can revert to a girl as soon as she 
escapes?” 

“The same way she’d un-mogrify—without any residual effects.” 

“Hear that, Sophie?” Agatha said, hanging her friend’s cloak on the 
curtain hook. “You can revert without any—” 

But Sophie was still hunched in the kitchen, staring mournfully at her 
reflection in a glass flower vase. 

Agatha came up behind her. “We have to get you there before curfew.” 

Sophie took one last long look at her face, then forced a smile and huffed 
past Agatha towards the curtain, blathering to herself. “Boys played girls all 
the time in old theater, didn’t they? ... A good old spot of make-believe ... 
a tour de force, even ... Brava! Brava!” 

Agatha waved at Yuba to give Sophie the potion as quickly as possible. 

A few moments later, Sophie stood behind the bamboo curtain, clutching 
the vial. “Just a spot of make-believe,” she cooed, starting to feel rather 
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cocksure about all of this. 

“Drink it in sips,” Yuba’s voice said on the other side. “It will ease the 
process.” 

With a deep breath, Sophie yanked the glass cork from the tear-shaped 
bottle. A blast of sandalwood, musk, and sweat blinded her, and she 
recorked it, hacking and wheezing. She held the vial far away from her and 
stared at the violet potion smoking dangerously. This wasn’t make-believe. 

Silence festered in the gnome’s lair. 

“PII go if you can’t,” Agatha’s voice said gently. “Just say the word.” 

Sophie thought of all the torments her friend had endured for her last year 
—flying through flames as a dove, surviving for weeks as a cockroach, 
risking her life in a sewer, facing the murderous School Master ... 

“I need more than a friend,” Agatha had told her prince. 

Sophie pictured Agatha wrapped in his arms in that tower, so madly in 
love ... Sophie banished the thought, panicked. Doing this would show 
Agatha just how much she needed her. 

Doing this would make Agatha never doubt her again. 

In a flash, Sophie ripped out the cork and chugged the potion in one gulp. 
A bitter, acid taste exploded through her and she grabbed her throat in 
shock, hearing the vial shatter against the floor. She could hear Agatha 
scream for her and Yuba holding her back, before their voices slowed to 
syllabic growls, drowned in her choking gasps. The skin over her face 
stretched tight, like warm putty, remolding itself over her bones as her hair 
turned coarser, slurping back into her head. 

As the rancid potion flooded her chest, Sophie felt her whole body inflate 
like a cement-packed balloon, shoulders straining against her girls’ uniform, 
shredding its seams. Her forearms bulged with tight blue veins; her feet 
swelled and arched, tiny hairs sprouting on her toes; her calves tightened 
like melons and she careened off-balance, onto her knees. Then came heat, 
hellish heat, scorching and smoking through every pore, incinerating 
softness to burn. Every time she thought it was over, the pain spread farther, 
every part of her demolished and reconstructed until Sophie curled up into a 
ball on the floor, praying this was all a dream, a dream she’d wake up from 
in an empty grave as her mother held her and wiped her tears, whispering it 
was all a mistake. 


“Sophie?” 

No answer came. 

Agatha broke free of Yuba’s grip. “Sophie, are you okay?” 

When no reply came, Agatha gave the gnome a worried look and hustled 
for the curtain— 

Something stirred behind it and Agatha froze. 

Slowly a figure stepped out, hooded in Sophie’s navy girls’ cloak. 

The cloak didn’t fit anymore. 

Agatha’s eyes drifted down strong knees, muscular calves, hairy ankles 
... to two big, unsteady feet. 

She inched towards the figure, holding her breath. She could feel Yuba 
clinging to the tail of her shirt, peeking behind her. Standing on tiptoes, 
Agatha slowly reached for the hood and pulled it back. She toppled with a 
gasp, taking the gnome with her. By the time she looked up, Sophie had 
already grabbed the glass vase off the table and collapsed against the wall, 
whimpering in fright at her reflection. 

She’d morphed into a powerful, square-jawed version of herself, with 
short, fluffy blond hair, high cheekbones, straight brows, and deep-set 
emerald eyes. Long limbed but taut with muscle, she looked like an elfin 
prince, with big pulled-back ears, a sharp regal nose, and a dimpled chin. 
Her hands gripping the undersized cloak were hardy and big knuckled, her 
shoulders broad, narrowing down to a trim waist, and her golden-stubbled 
cheeks streaked with fiery blush. 

Sophie wheezed like a punctured balloon. “I’’'m—I’m a boy—” 

Only her voice didn’t sound like a boy’s at all. 

“The spell’s one shortcoming. Still have your old sound,” Yuba sighed. 
“Breathe from your belly and speak in low tones, and it'll sound about 
right.” He chewed his lip, studying her. “But strong face ... solid trunk ... 
jolly good work, I’d say. None of those lads will suspect a thing.” 

But Sophie’s eyes stayed on her reflection, doubting the gnome. For as 
she touched her face and form beneath her cloak, she felt the boy on the 
outside, hard and toughened, like a rock shell. But inside ... inside she was 
the soft, scared girl who didn’t want to leave her friend. Look close, and the 
boys would find her. Look close, and she’d be dead before dawn. 

She gazed up at Agatha, who stared speechless at the sculpted, sharp- 
jawed face in the vase’s reflection. 


“Even better looking as a boy, I have to say,” Agatha marveled finally. 

Sophie flung the flowers out of the vase at her and Agatha ducked. 
Sophie turned away, shaking. 

“I don’t know how to be a boy,” Sophie said, voice high, tears streaking 
her stubbled cheeks. “I don’t know how to walk or act or—” 

“You won the challenge for a reason, Sophie,” Agatha said behind her. “I 
know you can do this.” 

“Not without you there,” Sophie rasped. 

Agatha touched her friend’s back, feeling unfamiliar muscle beneath her 
fingers. “I need you to be a boy now,” she said, her voice calm. “Just be a 
boy and get us home.” 

Sophie nodded in her alien body and tried to stop shivering. Agatha’s 
faith slowly seeped into her, steadying her heart. They’d been through so 
much, trying to hold on to each other ... but now only she could get them to 
The End. Her friend was right. She was a boy now, and she had to act like 
one. 

With a deep breath, she braced herself and turned into the light. 

“I need clothes,” she said, voice sharp and low. 

Agatha stared at the elfin boy’s hardened face and, for the first time, saw 
a stranger. 

Agatha smiled her old, crooked smile. “What you need is a name.” 


Hort hugged his pillow, still in underpants, tossing and turning in his smelly 
bed while a hulking prince snored like a gorilla across the room. 

The last week had been miserable. With the Trial approaching, the 
teachers had taken over, determined that the boys win and restore the 
School for Good and Evil. Not that Hort cared about any of it anymore. 
Tomorrow was the first day of official Trial Tryouts, and he didn’t have the 
faintest chance of making the team. He still hadn’t gotten a new uniform, 
the new princes called him Wart, the big ones kept stealing his lunch pail, 
and without Dot here, he didn’t have anyone to talk to. 

Why was he at this horrible place? What had the School Master possibly 
seen in him? He was a bad villain and an even worse son. 

Hort rubbed his eyes, thinking of his dad’s body, lying in the Garden of 
Good and Evil, with a mile-long line of corpses awaiting burial. Hort 


couldn’t even afford a coffin, so his father lay to waste beneath circling 
vultures, the Crypt Keeper years away from reaching him. 

Hort grated his teeth. If he won the Trial, he’d have the treasure to give 
his father the most beautiful coffin in the Woods. If he won the Trial, he’d 
have revenge on the girl who’d broken his heart. No one would ever 
question him being soft again ... 

A hacking snore snapped his trance and Hort shoved his pillow over his 
head, tempted to suffocate himself and die. There’d be no treasure. There’d 
be no revenge. Because that hairy, big-chested prince in the other bed was 
going to make the Trial team and his scrawny waste of a self wasn’t. 

If I could just have one friend here, Hort prayed. One friend who could 
make him feel like more than a loser. Sniffling, he balled his knees and 
huddled near the window, pulling the covers over his head— 

Hort bolted back up, gaping through the window. 

There was a body on the boy’s shore, the tattered, wet clothes streaked 
with blood. Moonlight seeped from behind a cloud, trickling onto the boy’s 
pale forearm, and for a second Hort saw his fingers twitch. 

Gasping, he flung off his covers and raced out of bed. 

Surely the best way to make a new friend was to start by saving his life. 


“What's your name?” a familiar voice snarled. 

Sophie’s eyes flickered open to her hard stomach against the floor, her 
thick hands cuffed. Her abundance of new muscles ached, and a bleary haze 
clouded her vision. She remembered little of how she’d arrived—only 
fleeting images of her refashioning Yuba’s ragged tablecloth into a tunic big 
enough to cover her bulky new frame (“I have shoulders like an elephant,” 
she crabbed), lumbering awkwardly behind Agatha and the gnome onto the 
girls’ shore (“Why is everything so st1ff!””), and managing a histrionic good- 
bye (“Farewell, dignity! Farewell, femininity!”) before Yuba knocked her 
out with a stun spell. 

She’d pretended not to have heard the plan when he and Agatha had gone 
over 1t earlier—the plan where the gnome and her best friend would float 
her body through the girls” lake towards the crog-filled red moat, knowing 
the currents would drag her to the boy”s shore. The gnome promised Agatha 
the crogs wouldn’t do more than nip a boy, but both parties thought it wiser 


if Sophie wasn’t awake for the experience, and Sophie certainly saw no 
reason to argue. She glanced down at the serrated tooth marks and drips of 
blood across her tunic and was thankful the first few hours of her life as a 
boy had been mostly spent unconscious. 

“What's your name?” 

Sophie slowly lifted her eyes to Castor, standing in front of the male 
faculty, all clad in black-and-red robes, glowering down at the new boy in 
front of them. 

Sophie lurched to her knees, heart hammering. The return of the teachers 
wasn’t her only surprise. 

The school around them had been completely cleaned up. Gone was the 
ape regime, with boys swinging from rafters, graffitied doors, and a putrid 
stench. Evil’s foyer had been repainted blood crimson, the walls decorated 
with scarlet snake crests. The three staircases in the anteroom had been 
given fresh coats of black paint, the twisting banisters painted red, like red- 
bellied snakes. High on the stairs, more than two hundred boys leered down 
at the new arrival—dozens of familiar Ever- and Neverboys, together with 
handsome new princes, all showered, scrubbed, and dressed in clean black- 
and-red leather uniforms. 

Sophie’s mouth parched. She’d always dreamed that one day she’d be in 
a castle full of gorgeous, virile boys. 

She should have been more specific. 

“YOUR NAME, BOY,” Castor roared, grabbing her throat with his paw. 

Agatha thought it was a terrible idea. To give herself the name of the boy 
her father had always wanted. The unborn boy her father had loved more 
than he ever loved her. 

But Sophie refused any others. 

“Filip,” she rasped in his grip. 

Saying the name out loud stirred something inside her. She looked up at 
Castor, hardened. 

“Filip of Mount Honora,” she repeated, voice deep and strong. “Lost my 
kingdom to a hideous witch. I come for a chance at the treasure.” 

Murmurs rippled through the boys eyeing the elfish prince. 

“Is that an Ever kingdom?” she heard Manley whisper to Espada. 

“An enclave of Maidenvale, I believe,” Espada said, mustache twitching. 


“And how did you get here, Filip of Mount Honora?” Castor barked, 
releasing his grip on the boy. 

“Through a crack in the shield,” said Sophie. 

“Impossible,” said a voice high above. 

Sophie peered up at Aric and his red-hooded henchmen on Malice’s 
banister, looming over all the other boys. They had coiled whips at their 
belt, red soldier jackets over their shirts, and the rest of the boys looked 
even more scared of them than before. Clearly the teachers had found their 
replacement for last year’s wolves. 

“I'm the only one who can break through Lady Lesso’s shield,” Aric 
leered, glaring down at the prisoner. “The hole was sealed tight after I let 
the princes in.” 

Sophie met his violet eyes. “Perhaps you should have done a better job.” 

The staircase audience stiffened. Aric and his henchmen looked daggers 
at this new boy, shorter, skinnier, daring to challenge them in front of the 
whole school. 

But Castor was smirking at the stranger, amused. “Welcome to the 
School for Boys, Filip.” 

Sophie exhaled relief. She saw Aric’s glare burning colder. 

“In three nights’ time, we face a buffoonish Trial against girls that 
threatens to leave us all slaves,” the dog declared, looking up at the boys on 
the staircases. “Win, and we rid ourselves of two Readers who’ ve corrupted 
Good and Evil. Win, and the schools return to tradition.” 

Boys burst into bellowing cheers. Sophie swallowed, trying to look 
enthused at the prospect of her own execution. 

“For the next three days, Trial Tryouts will determine who will fight 
against the girls,” the dog continued. “Top nine boys after Tryouts will 
make the team. The tenth member of the team will be chosen by the first- 
place leader. Let this encourage you to make friends with the new princes 
around you and forge Ever-Never alliances.” 

Boys old and new scanned each other warily, sizing up the competition. 

“As a further incentive,” Castor said, “the highest-ranked student at the 
end of each day has the prestigious honor of guarding the School Master’s 
tower for the night.” 

Boys grumbled on the stairs, as if this didn’t sound like much of an honor 
at all. But Sophie was too busy buzzing with joy to notice. The dog had just 


unwittingly saved her and Agatha’s lives. Win enough challenges today and 
she could steal the Storian tonight! She’d be home with Agatha by dawn! 

“No bunks available for Filip, Castor,” said Albemarle, the spectacled 
woodpecker, studying his ledger. “Castle’s at full occupancy.” 

Castor peered down at the new boy. “Put him in with the runt. Whoever’s 
ranked lowest between them at the end of each day gets punished.” 

Sophie’s smile vanished. The boys on the stairs chortled as Albemarle 
dutifully pecked into parchment. Aric was grinning at her now. 

The runt? Sophie thought, tensing. Who 5 the runt? 

Castor unlocked her cuffs. “Go get yourself settled before class, boy. 
Anyone want to show young Filip here his room?” 

Fumbling bootsteps thundered down the stairs, and Sophie squinted up at 
Hort, crashing through boys like a loon in a new uniform two sizes too big. 
“That’s me! That’s me, Filip!” He snatched the schedule from Albemarle’s 
beak and yanked the new boy to his feet— 

“I'm Hort and I saved you so now we can be best friends even though 
you’re an Ever,” he gushed, shoving him his schedule. “Ill explain classes, 
rules, and you can sit with me at lunch and—” 

But Sophie wasn’t listening. All she could see was the top of the 
parchment page, freshly pecked in stiff, unmistakable letters. 
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It answered her question about the runt. 
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Two Schools, Two Missions 


““A gatha?” 

Agatha stirred, snowflakes melting on her eyelids. 

“Agatha, wake up.” 

Agatha opened her eyes to see Tedros, clean shaven in his blue Everboys’ 
uniform, kneeling in front of her bed, hair dusted with snow. He gently 
brushed back her hair. “Come with me, Agatha,” he whispered. “Before it's 
too late.” 

She looked into his eyes as he leaned over her, his soft and innocent eyes, 
just like they once were ... his lips coming for hers ... She felt his warm 
breath, then his mouth’s sweet taste — 
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Agatha bolted awake, burning with sweat and clutching her pillow. 

For a moment, she wondered why Reaper wasn’t curled next to her like 
he usually was. Then it all came flooding back. Agatha sprang up to the 
sight of morning snow blowing through the window on a wind, swirling 
across two empty, canopied beds before settling on hers. Agatha couldn't 


breathe, staring at Sophie’s perfectly made sheets dotted with snow. Her 
best friend was in the enemy’s castle, risking her life for them as a boy to 
get them home, and she’d just dreamed of... of... 

Agatha gasped and scrambled out of bed, quashing the thought. It was 
nothing. Just a leftover, a residue, a phantom of a wish that would soon be 
corrected. What mattered now was Sophie. 

She swiveled frantically to the clock as the hands ticked past 7:30. 
Fifteen hours before she’d know if Sophie had survived ... 54,000 seconds. 
They’d arranged to each hang a lantern in their window at sunset to 
communicate with the other: green flamed if they were safe, red flamed if 
they weren’t. Until then, all Agatha had was the image of her best friend, 
once an aspiring princess, now a hard-edged prince, dragged unconscious 
into the boys’ castle by Hort. 

Agatha flung around the room, pulling on pieces of her uniform, still a bit 
flustered by her dream. Getting rid of Beatrix last night had been easy 
enough—a few coughs at curfew check, splotches of beetroot on her face, 
and a reminder of Yuba’s contagiousness sent her roommate dragging all 
her trunks into Reena’s quarters. Still, someone would come checking on 
her and Sophie before long. 

Agatha fumbled towards the door, jiggling her feet into her clumps. She 
had to find Professor Dovey and confess everything. Dovey was a famous 
fairy godmother, after all; she’d made her name solving people’s problems! 
But where could they possibly meet without being overheard? The Dean’s 
spies followed her teacher incessantly, and all the best spots had proved 
vulnerable—bathrooms, Supper Hall, Sader’s office. If only there was a 
place where even if the butterflies did find her, they still wouldn’t hear ... 
Agatha waited for her mind to give her a solution, to propel her out the door 


She slumped back down on Beatrix’s bed, answerless. Agatha kicked her 
clump hard against the bedpost in frustration— 

The back of her heel struck something wet. 

She looked down and saw a tiny puddle under the bedskirt, where the 
melting snow had pooled behind something. She slid onto her stomach and 
extended her arm under the mattress, until it touched a thick, rubbery mass. 
Slowly Agatha pulled out a ball of clothes, which unraveled in her hands, 


revealing a black-and-red leather uniform, scrunched in with a thin 
snakeskin cape. 

Agatha held up the uniform, speckled with blood and dirt. Why was 
Beatrix hiding a boys’ uniform? Had she found one somewhere in the Blue 
Forest? Why hadn’t she mentioned it? Agatha’s fingers drifted to the cape’s 
shimmering, black-hued scales. Last year, she’d learned that snakeskin 
capes were invariably used for one purpose: invisibility. But why would 
Beatrix need to be invisible in her own castle? 

A strong whiff of lavender came off the cape and Agatha sneezed. 
Beatrix may have given up her princess hair, but she’d certainly been 
borrowing Sophie’s perfume. 

Agatha shoved the clothes back under the bed, quite sure that Beatrix’s 
oddities had nothing to do with her dilemma. What she and Sophie needed 
was a teacher’s help ... 

A soft sound scratched behind her. Agatha turned to see an envelope 
peeking under the door. Taking it into her hands, she tore open Professor 
Dovey’s pumpkin-sealed stationery and pulled out a small parchment card. 
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The one place they couldn’t be overheard. 
Agatha saw then that she didn’t need to confess what she and Sophie had 
done. 
Her fairy godmother already knew. 


“Yuba has told us everything,” Professor Dovey said, huddling with Lady 
Lesso in the dark, misty sewer tunnels as water from the lake roared past, 
muffling her voice. “And we are appalled, revolted, and flabbergasted at the 
inanity of such a ridiculous plan—” 

Agatha glued her eyes down, reddening. 

“—but also quite impressed.” 

Agatha gawked up at her smiling teachers. “What?” 

“Anything that involves tormenting that flower-scented ninny earns a 
gold star in my book,” Lady Lesso drawled. 


Professor Dovey ignored her colleague. “Agatha, you could have 
sacrificed your friend to stay here forever with your prince. You could have 
kissed Tedros and protected your own life. Instead, you chose to protect 
Sophie’s from him, even knowing her symptoms,” she said. “Only when 
you write ‘The End’ with Sophie will Tedros see you meant him no harm. 
Only then will Tedros realize he should have trusted you.” 

Agatha felt wisps of her dream returning and squelched them, alarmed. 

“The prince’s humbling lesson will spread far and wide,” Professor 
Dovey went on, “and Lady Lesso and I believe it a lesson powerful enough 
to bring Boys and Girls back together. The correct ending to your story, 
after all. And all we need is for Sophie to bring back that pen so you two 
can write it.” 

Agatha quickly nodded relief—only to remember a bigger problem. “But 
how will we cover for her!” 

“Yuba’s too good a teacher to leave that in doubt,” Professor Dovey said, 
glancing back down the tunnel. “Seeing your places are both guaranteed for 
the Trial team, he sent word to the Dean as Helga, asking to personally train 
you in the Blue Forest for the remaining three days, assuring her it will 
increase your chances of victory over the boys.” 

Agatha’s eyes bulged. “And?” 

“She’s rather surprisingly agreed, provided you’re both ready to compete 
on Trial eve. She thinks you’re both with Helga as of this morning.” 

“That solves everything!” Agatha gushed with relief. 

“Not quite,” Lady Lesso snapped, rushing sewer water flecking her 
gown. “There still remains the question of where Sophie’s symptoms have 
gone.” 

“She said they were conjured by someone else—” Agatha defended. 

“Indeed,” said Lady Lesso. “But a witch’s symptoms cannot be conjured, 
unless by magic far more formidable than ours. So there’re two 
possibilities. First, that Sophie is /ying about forgiving your wish for 
Tedros, and you’ve, in fact, sent a deadly witch to your prince.” 

“No,” Agatha said forcefully. “Sophie’s Good now. I know it.” 

“Are you sure she’s Good, Agatha?” said Professor Dovey, exchanging 
looks with her colleague. “This is absolutely crucial.” 

“After what she just did to get me home?” Agatha shot back. “100% 
sure.” 


“Then the symptoms were surely conjured by a powerful force,” said 
Professor Dovey, “a force that happened to be in each and every place that 
Sophie’s symptoms appeared. A force Lady Lesso and I have been trying to 
warn you of since your arrival.” 

Agatha heard the answer in her scolding tone. “Dean Sader?” she blurted. 
“Tt can’t be! She wants us friends—” 

“Evelyn is a dangerous woman, Agatha,” said Lady Lesso, tensing with 
that strange fear Agatha had seen before. “If she conjured Sophie’s 
symptoms, there’s no reason to believe she wants you and Sophie friends at 
all.” 

Agatha gaped at her. “But she’d never want me to think Sophie a witch 

“You know nothing of Evelyn Sader and what she is capable of,” Lady 
Lesso retorted, eyes suddenly wet. 

“What? How would you—” 

“Because Clarissa and I watched Evelyn Sader evicted from this school 
ten years ago!” spat Lady Lesso, red faced. “The same school that is now 
on her side.” 

Agatha stared at her, stunned. 

“Who's there?” a voice echoed behind them. They twirled to see a 
shadow down the tunnel, creeping through the fog. 

Professor Dovey stiffened and grabbed Agatha’s shoulders. “Once you 
are banished, the school never lets you return! But your and Sophie’s fairy 
tale somehow let her back in, Agatha. She’s part of your story now, just like 
the School Master was a year ago. And if she conjured Sophie’s symptoms, 
surely she too has an ending in mind.” 

Agatha shook her head. “But Sophie’s getting the Storian—” 

“You don’t think Evelyn has thought of that?” Lady Lesso hissed. 
“Evelyn’s always one step ahead, Agatha! For the next three days, she 
thinks you are in the Blue Forest. This is your chance to follow her 
undetected until Sophie returns. You must find out why Evelyn conjured 
Sophie’s symptoms! You must succeed where Clarissa and I have failed. 
Spend your time wisely, understand? It is the only way to ensure you and 
Sophie escape alive! Now go!” 

Agatha could barely speak. “I don’t—I don’t understand—” 


Dovey and Lesso were already retreating. “We cannot meet again,” 
Dovey ordered. 

“I said who’s there!” the voice bellowed. 

Agatha whirled to the shadow breaking through fog. She spun back 
— “How do I—” 

But Dovey and Lesso were gone. 

Seconds later, Pollux poked through to a deserted sewer bank and huffed 
back upstairs, forgetting to check the sewer itself, where a terrified girl 
clung to the wall, neck deep in churning waters, wishing she could talk to 
her best friend. 


“Never thought I’d have a prince as a best friend,” Hort motormouthed, 
hustling through Evil’s sewers. 

“Where are we going? Said you were taking me to my room,” Sophie 
said, steeling the nerves out of her voice as it echoed over the red mud 
roiling through the dank tunnels. She plodded behind him on the thin path 
in her sleeveless black-and-red leather uniform, bumping her bulky 
shoulders into the wall, still unused to all the extra weight. In the shiny 
mud, she caught a glimpse of her fluffy blond hair, chiseled jaw, and veiny 
biceps, and quickly averted her eyes. 

“Tried to make ’em bunk us together, but they already put a prince from 
Ginnyvale in my room,” Hort said, peeping back at the new boy. “School’s 
strict now that the teachers are back. If you ask me, Aric and his henchmen 
make those old wolves look cuddly. But don’t worry. PI keep my best 
friend outta trouble.” 

Sophie frowned. How was it that even as a boy, she couldn’t escape this 
rodent? She saw the sewer midpoint in the distance, the division between 
sludge and lake sealed by giant rocks. “But I still don’t understand. Why are 
we down her—” 

“Where is it!” Manley’s voice boomed ahead, over the churning red 
slime. 

“I showed you where I buried it,” Tedros’ voice insisted— 

“And it’s not there. As long as you keep lying, there’ll continue to be no 
food.” 

“It’s those two girls! They’re hiding in the castle!” 


“Think we wouldn’t know if a girl was in our castle?” Manley’s voice 
sneered. “That pen is still somewhere in the School Master’s tower, or the 
tower would have moved to follow it. Now tell me where you hid it, or PH 
melt your father’s sword and gild the toilets with it—” 

“I told you! It was buried under the table!” 

Sophie’s heart stopped. The Storian ... missing? How could she and 
Agatha write ‘The End’ now? 

Suddenly, placing first in the day’s challenges was even more crucial, she 
thought, panicked. If the pen was hidden in that tower, she’d need time to 
find it. 

Stomach churning, she followed behind Hort, skirting the sewer wall as it 
turned to the rusted grating of a pitch-dark dungeon cell. In the corner, 
Manley’s bald head and bulbous shadow obscured the figure beneath him. 

“Please, professor, you have to let me into the Trial,” Tedros’ voice 
begged. “I’m the only one who can beat those girls!” 

“You'll die of starvation long before the Trial if we don’t find that pen,” 
Manley said, turning for the cell door. 

He saw the new boy gaping at him through the grating. “Boys don’t like 
a liar, Filip. Tedros promises the boys he’ll kiss Agatha. Promises he’ll fix 
the schools to Good and Evil. And what do they get instead? A chance at 
slavery. Ain’t it a wonder all the boys hate him now,” Manley sneered, 
pulling the door open. He shoved the new boy into the cell as he left. 
“Whole school’s on your side today, Filip. Teach this puffed-up cockerel a 
lesson.” 

Sophie swiveled. “W-w-wai 

Hort slammed the cell door. “See you in class, Filip!” 

“Hort! This can’t be my room!” Sophie cried, gripping the grates. 

But the weasel was already charging after Manley, chattering with 
excitement. “He’ll beat Tedros so bad today, professor. You’ll see ...” 

Sophie slowly turned to the rotted dungeon lit by a single candle. A 
chilling collection of torture instruments hung on the walls in steel cages, 
over two metal bed frames without mattresses or pillows. She couldn’t 
breathe, thinking of what happened here a year ago with the Beast. This 
place made her Evil. This place made her lose control. Sophie turned away, 
panicked— 

Two bloodshot eyes glowed from the corner. 
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Sophie staggered back. 

“Is it true?” said Tedros’ voice out of darkness. 

“What is?” Sophie breathed, keeping her tone low. 

“The worst of us in Trial Tryouts gets punished each night.” 

“That’s what the dog said.” 

Slowly Tedros rose from shadows. He was at least twenty pounds thinner, 
his boys’ uniform crusted with dirt, his blue eyes inflamed. 

“Then we ain’t gonna be friends, are we?” 

Sophie stepped back from the prince skulking towards her, teeth bared. 

“Pm making that Trial. You hear me, boy?” he sneered, spit flying. 
“Those two girls took everything I have left in this world. My friends, my 
reputation, my honor—” He grabbed the new boy by the throat and jammed 
him against the grating. “I’m not going to let you or anyone else take my 
chance at fighting them.” 

Choking in his grip, Sophie held up her hands in surrender. She had to 
get out of here! She had to get out of this body! She couldn't last as a boy— 

Suddenly a shot of unfamiliar anger tore through her blood, searing away 
the fear. Her mind went strangely clear, zeroing in like crosshairs on the boy 
pinning her ... the boy who’d taken her princess dreams ... the boy who’d 
almost taken her only friend ... the boy now trying to take her and her 
friend’s lives. Alien strength blasted through her new muscles with 
hormonal rage, and before she knew it, she’d shoved the prince back with a 
roar. 

“Quite the bully, aren’t you, for someone who lost his princess to a girl,” 
she snarled, startled by the darkness in her voice. 

Tedros loosened his grip, just as stunned, and watched his new cell mate 
seize him by the collar. “I see why she chose Sophie,” the stranger lashed at 
him. “Sophie gives her friendship, loyalty, sacrifice, love. All the powers of 
Good. What do you have to give her? You’re weak, empty, callow, and 
boring. All you have is your pretty face.” The new boy pulled the prince 
closer and their noses touched. “And now I see what’s under it.” 

Tedros turned beet red. “I see an overgrown elf with puffy hair who 
knows nothing about me—” 

“You know what I see?” The stranger’s emerald eyes cut into his. 
“Nothing.” 


The fight seeped out of Tedros’ face. For a moment, he looked like a little 
boy. 

“W-w-who are you?” he stammered. 

“Name’s Filip to you,” said Sophie, ice-cold, and let go of him. 

Tedros turned away, catching his breath. Sophie could see his rattled face 
in the metal bed’s reflection and held in a grin. 

Suddenly she liked being a boy. 

Keys jangled outside. The two boys turned to see Aric’s hooded 
henchman pull open the cell door. 

“Time for class,” he growled. 


Two hundred boys competing for the day’s first rank. Two hundred boys 
standing between her and the Storian. Sophie galumphed awkwardly to 
catch up with the herd of fellow uniformed boys, driving towards Evil’s 
classrooms. The odds weren’t good. 

She wiped sweat from her armpits, irritated by how much her new body 
perspired. If she’d known boys were insufferably hot all the time, she’d 
have packed a fan or jug of cold water. Stomach rumbling, she distracted 
herself with thoughts of lunch. With the size of these boys, they must have a 
feast planned: roast turkey legs, streaky bacon, succulent ham, rare-cooked 
steak ... She could taste the juicy flank already, saliva foaming— 

Sophie paled, smearing away drool. Since when did she think about 
meat! Since when did she think about food! She stumbled and knocked into 
Ravan. “Walking. It ain’t hard,” he scowled, shoving past her. 

Sophie kept her eyes down, her fluffy hair flopping over them. Nothing 
in her body seemed to bend ... like she was a wooden puppet, strings pulled 
too tight. She peeked ahead at Aric, chest puffed, swaggering like a stallion, 
and tried to imitate him as best she could. 

Sophie glanced back at Tedros lagging behind the mob, all alone and 
friendless. Manley said the boys had turned on him for risking their 
freedom in the Trial’s terms ... but Sophie wondered if there was more to it. 
Boys loved to tear down the things they built up, whether a sand castle or a 
prince. And for most of the past two years, Tedros had been the rich, 
popular, preposterously handsome Ever captain who all the boys wanted to 
be. Now that Manley was punishing him for the missing Storian, they 
gleefully indulged in his fall, like a weakened lion left to hyenas. Sophie 


watched him shivering slightly in the cold breeze from the balcony, his 
thinner frame suffering from withheld meals. She didn’t spare even a grain 
of pity for him. 

“Filip! Filip, you forgot your schedule!” Hort shoved in, foisting 
crumpled parchment on her. “You’re with me all day—” 

Sophie blew her hair out of her eyes and peered down. 


rents 


E FILIP OF MOUNT HONORA 3 
Boy, 2ND YEAR 
ROOMMATE: TEDROS 3 


| SSS SS 


SESSION FACULTY 


l: Triar Trrours: WEAPONS FOR BOYS Prof. Rumi Espada 


2: Triar Tryouts: SURVIVAL OF THE Castor y 
FITTEST j 

— 3: Triar Tryouts: DEFENSE AGAINST Prof. Bilious Manley a 
S GIRLS A 
4: LUNCH 3 

5: Trrat Trvours: FRATERNITY & Prof, Aleksander Lukas 
TEAMWORK j 

6: Trial Trrours: FOREST FITNESS Mohsin the Giant 
(GROUP #2) = 


“They’ve been prepping the rest of us for Tryouts for weeks with 
workouts and lectures and reading, so you’ll need a little luck,” Hort said, 
with a sly wink. “Especially with the way you bumble around. It’s like 
you’ve spent your whole life on giant heels or something.” 

Sophie broke into a dripping sweat. She still couldn’t walk like a boy, 
and now she’d have to beat a school of them in warrior competition? 

Ten minutes later, Professor Espada stood in Evil Hall with his class of 
forty boys, a long table in front of him, covered with a dark sheet. 


“We have informed Dean Sader in the girls’ school that the rules of the 
Trial by Tale will follow tradition,” he said, his slicked hair as black as his 
curled mustache. His thin, self-righteous smile reminded Sophie of the 
youngest Elder—the one who’d streaked her with her own blood. 

“Ten girls and ten boys will enter the Blue Forest at sundown. The teams 
must fend off not only each other, but the teachers’ traps as well. Whichever 
side has the most players still in the Forest at sunrise will be declared the 
winner. If the boys win, Sophie and Agatha will be turned over for 
execution and the schools will remand to Good and Evil. If the girls win, 
we will surrender our castle to them and become their slaves.” 

As boys murmured to each other, Sophie felt her broad back slopped with 
Sweat now. 

“As is customary, each contestant will be given a flag of surrender,” 
Professor Espada continued. “If you find yourself in mortal danger, drop it 
to the ground, and you will be rescued unharmed from the Blue Forest. To 
protect yourselves, each competitor is allowed one weapon for the Trial. 
Today’s challenge will test the one most often used ...” 

He pulled the sheet off a table, revealing a row of different-sized swords 
and daggers, all of which looked much sharper than the usual training 
blades. 

“In past years, swords were dulled for Trial competition. Given the stakes 
in this year’s Trial, we see no reason to offer the courtesy,” Espada said, 
beady eyes glinting. “A sword rewards quickness and strength, so you must 
use both to be effective. Aim your sword at a girl’s heart, and she will drop 
her flag of surrender immediately.” 

He held up two kerchiefs, one red, one white. “Now let’s see which of 
you drops yours.” 

Sophie tensed. She’d never held a sword in her life. 

Professor Espada called forth pairs of boys, who picked their blades and 
faced off until one surrendered. With Everboys and the new princes well 
trained in deft swordplay and the Neverboys well trained in poor 
sportsmanship, the duels were feisty affairs: Chaddick over Hort with a 
sword tip to the throat, Ravan over an Avonlea prince with a knee to the 
groin, Aric over Vex with a simple glare ... 

“Tedros and Filip. You’re next,” Espada declared. 


Sophie slowly looked up at Tedros glowering at her, eyes blazing. He 
hadn’t forgotten what she’d said to him in the dungeon. 

“FIL-IP, FIL-IP, FIL-IP,” chanted the boys raucously, as Espada handed 
the two boys their flags. “Pick your weapons.” 

Sophie’s eyes blurred with sweat; her big hands tremored as she took a 
long, thin slab of metal off the table— 

Hort elbowed her. “That’s the sharpener, you idiot!” 

Sophie grabbed the short blade next to it and whirled to Tedros, but the 
prince had seen the mistake. Tedros held up his enormous sword, teeth 
gnashed, nostrils flaring. 

“Ready ... and ... go!” Espada barked— 

“AAAAHHHHH!” Tedros bellowed, charging for Filip like a bull. 

Sophie couldn’t maneuver her boy body, let alone a sword, and capsized 
back against the wall, fumbling for her flag. Her long, thick fingers jammed 
into her pocket and she looked up frantically, Tedros thundering towards 
her, blade raised. With a cry, Sophie yanked her kerchief free to drop it— 

Tedros tripped and landed splat at her feet. 

Sophie gaped down at him, then lifted her eyes to Hort grinning proudly, 
boot in Tedros’ path. 

Tedros tried to grab his sword, but Chaddick kicked it away. The prince 
staggered up and Ravan shot a shock spell at him, knocking him down. As 
Tedros yelped in pain, Sophie saw Hort waving and pointing at Tedros’ 
kerchief. Sophie calmly kneeled, pulled it out of the prince’s pocket, and 
dropped it to the floor. 

“Filip wins!” Espada decreed, and the boys erupted in roars as Sophie 
took princely bows. 

“But—but that’s unfair—” Tedros cried— 

“A clever boy makes allies,” Espada said, smirking back. 

A “20” burst in black, poo-smelling smoke over Tedros’ head. Sophie 
looked up at the crowning gold “1” over hers and beamed. 

By the time the sun set, classes complete on the first day, Sophie 
swaggered back to the Doom Room, the top-ranked boy in the school. She 
hadn’t won a single challenge on merit, but the entire school had conspired 
to help Filip beat Tedros again and again—tainting the prince’s meerworms 
in Survival, scaring away his two Wish Fish in Defense Against Girls, 


refusing to partner with him in Fraternity, and sneaking a spider into his 
pants before the Forest Fitness test. 

It was certainly odd that al! the boys joined in to boost her rank, Sophie 
thought—even the new princes—as if no one wanted the top rank for 
themselves. But she wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth. As for 
the teachers, they turned blind eyes like Espada, intent on teaching Tedros a 
lesson for stealing the Storian in the first place. Indeed, Manley was so 
delighted that he publicly bestowed Filip with a key to the dungeon room, 
so he could come and go as he pleased—a privilege denied to the “runt.” 

Sophie unlocked the cell and entered, ruddy and freshly showered, belly 
full from a bean stew and stuffed goose supper, and eager to get to the 
School Master’s tower for duty. If only Agatha could see me now, she 
grinned, for she’d not only eaten beans, of all things, but she’d passed her 
mission with flying colors. She’d have the whole night to find the Storian. 
Tedros would soon face punishment. And tomorrow, she and her best friend 
would be back home, safe from a deadly Trial ... 

She kicked the cell door shut, humming a tune. Being Filip wasn’t so bad 
after all. The walk was settling in, the voice growing more natural, the extra 
weight suddenly feeling strong and inspiring ... She was even getting used 
to her new face, Sophie thought, eyeing her square jaw, regal nose, and soft, 
full lips in a gleaming spear on the torture rack. Agatha was right. She was 
handsome, wasn’t she ... 

“You cheated.” 

Sophie turned to Tedros, sitting alone in the dank, dirty corner. 

“I don’t care that I have to be punished or that I can’t eat supper or that 
everyone hates me,” the prince said, staring at her. “I care that you 
cheated.” 

Sophie pulled the door open to leave. “A bit busy for chitchat, 
unfortunately—” 

“You’re no better than Agatha.” 

Sophie stopped cold. 

“I loved her so much,” he mumbled behind her, almost to himself. “I 
tried to make her wish come true. I tried to fix the story like a prince is 
supposed to. Kill the witch, kiss his princess. That’s how fairy tales work. 
That’s what she asked for.” His voice broke. “But I would have let Sophie 
live if it meant having Agatha forever. I would have kissed her right there 


and we would have had The End. But then she cheated. Agatha cheated. 
She had Sophie under the table the whole time ... and she /ied to me.” 

Sophie turned to see Tedros hunched over, head buried between his 
knees. 

“How could anyone be so Evil?” he rasped. 

Watching him, Sophie’s face slowly softened. 

A shadow washed over the prince. 

Tedros lifted his eyes to Aric, smirking in the open doorway. 

“Special occasion,” the captain said, cracking his knuckles. “Think PI do 
the punishing myself.” 

Tedros turned away, like a dog offering his neck. 

Aric’s eyes flicked to Filip. “Get out.” 

Sophie’s heart chilled as she backed through the grated door and Aric 
slammed it in her face. She saw the captain creep towards the prince before 
she hurried away, leaving Tedros to his tormentor, trying desperately to 
convince herself that he deserved it, he deserved it, he deserved it. 


Far across the bay, in a dark room window, Agatha looked out at the School 
for Boys, her blue bodice splotched with blood, her arms and legs scraped 
and bruised. 

Hurry, Sophie, Agatha prayed. 

For if what she’d learned today about the Dean was true, they were 
already out of time. 


ee ee 


Sader’s Secret History 


Eight hours earlier, three witches had perched on Agatha’s bed. “Tell us 
everything Dovey and Lesso said,” ordered Dot. 

“In detail,” said Hester. 

“In as few words as possible,” said Anadil, nodding at her three black 
rats guarding the gap under the door with gnashed teeth and ready claws. 
“They can only kill so many butterflies before one gets through.” 

Agatha stared back at them, head swimming. After her secret meeting 
with Professor Dovey and Lady Lesso, she waited until all the girls were in 
their first sessions. Then she delivered identical notes to the witches’ room 
and hid in her own’s closet, avoiding patrol butterflies zooming through and 
Beatrix swinging in and out between classes, until the notes were opened 
and obeyed. Now Agatha told the witches what the teachers had said in the 
sewers, her heart thumping faster and faster, reliving every word— 





“They know the Dean?” Dot blurted finally, spewing a mouthful of 
artichoke. 

Hester scrunched her fists. “I knew Dovey and Lesso were acting funny 
that first month of school. Lesso looks like a wounded puppy every time the 
Dean’s around.” 

Agatha couldn’t think of a better description herself. Something about 
Evelyn Sader managed to turn the most terrifying teacher in school ... 
human. 

“And remember when you said the Dean punished Dovey for questioning 
her?” Hester added. “Sounded like she was settling an old score.” 

“Lesso said Evelyn Sader was evicted ten years ago,” Agatha went on. 
“And that if you’re evicted, you can’t ever come back.” 

“That’s because only the School Master can admit students or teachers to 
the School for Good and Evil,” said Hester. “If he banished her, it’s 
irrevocable— unless he let her back in himself. And that would be difficult, 
considering he’s dead.” 

“If a boy broke the princes through the shield, why couldn’t Evelyn break 
through too?” Agatha countered. 

“Even if she did, the castle would have evicted her the moment she 
stepped inside,” said Anadil. “Besides, I still find it hard to believe a boy 
cracked that shield open. Someone surely helped him who knew Lady 
Lesso’s spells.” 

“But if Evelyn Sader isn’t allowed in the castle, how is she here?” 
Agatha asked, still baffled. 

“The question isn’t how—it’s why. Remember what Dovey and Lesso 
told you. She’s part of your fairy tale somehow,” said Hester. “So what do 
we know for sure about Evelyn Sader? First, she’s Professor Sader’s sister. 
Second, she hears things. Third, your and Sophie’s kiss let her back in this 
school. Somewhere in there is the answer to why she’s in your story.” 

Agatha saw Dot thinking hard, nibbling on an artichoke leaf. “Dot?” 

“When I wrote Daddy last year about History of Villains and how boring 
Professor Sader was, I remember him writing back that he thought ‘she’ 
was long gone,” said Dot. “Been ages since Daddy was at school, so I 
figured he got mixed up. But now I wonder ...” She turned to the girls. “Do 
you think Evelyn used to be a teacher here?” 


Hester was already ripping a textbook out of her bag. “Chapter 28 on 
Notable Seers in our history book—it mentions August Sader and his 
family. I remember thinking it odd a teacher wrote about his own relatives 

“Only you would be looking at chapters that weren’t assigned,” Anadil 
murmured. 

“Because I don’t want to end up in an oven like my mother or impaled in 
a barrel like yours!” Hester fired back, flipping pages until she finally 
reached the one she wanted— 

“Of course. ‘Chapter 28: Notable Female Seers,”” Hester growled, and 
snapped the cover shut on A Students Revised History of the Woods. “Yuba 
was right about her tampering with the books.” She peered up at Agatha. 
“Best way to avoid someone finding out your history is to rewrite it, don’t 
you think?” 

“Here’s what I don’t get,” Anadil proffered. “Dovey and Lesso say she 
caused Sophie’s witch symptoms?” 

“They said either it’s her or Sophie, and we know it’s not Sophie,” 
Agatha answered, equally puzzled. “But why would the Dean want me to 
think my friend was a witch?” 

“Unless she wanted you to go to Tedros all along,” mulled Hester, 
gnawing on her lip. 

Even the rats went quiet. 

Hester turned to Agatha. “Look, we’re stuck in Trial Tryouts for the next 
three days. But the teachers are right. You have to follow Sader and find out 
what she’s up to. Let’s reconvene Book Club each night to go over what 
you’ve found.” 

“But how?” Agatha pressed. “How can I possibly follow the Dean 
without being ...” Her voice suddenly petered away, her gaze drifting 
towards Beatrix’s bed. 

“What is it?” Hester said. 

Screeching hisses and crackles erupted at the door, and all the girls 
swiveled to see rats gobbling up butterflies trying to slip into the room. 
“Hurry,” Anadil snapped at the witches, “the Dean will know something’s 
up!” 

“Sorry we can’t help you,” Hester groused to Agatha, shoving Dot 
towards the door— 


“You can help me use this,” Agatha’s voice said behind them. 

The witches turned to see Agatha holding up a shimmering snakeskin 
cape. 

“Seems like Beatrix has been keeping secrets,” Agatha said, brows 
raised. 

Hester’s mouth curled into a wide grin. 

Though the butterflies heard four people leaving the room, witnesses in 
the hall would later insist to Pollux they’d only seen three. 


With the Dean teaching her version of History in Good Hall most of the 
day, Agatha detoured to the Library of Virtue, hoping to find out more 
about the history of Evelyn Sader. 

Under her new invisible cape, still reeking of lavender perfume, Agatha 
slipped through Hansel’s Haven— past Professor Sheek’s class, undergoing 
a Sword Shrinking tryout to magically whittle down a boy’s blade; past 
Professor Anemone, barking at Yara for traipsing in late to a Spell Sparring 
tryout; and past Professor Dovey, who seemed to glance in her direction 
while forcing girls in a Boy Diplomacy tryout to talk down blood-hungry 
phantoms with compassion and common sense. 

Agatha hustled up the back stairs to the library’s entrance, where the 
sundial clock glittered high over the two stories of fiery red and gold 
bookshelves in the early afternoon light. She rushed past the librarian’s desk 
—and froze. 

For the first time in her two years here, the tortoise was awake. Stooped 
over his giant library log, the reptile slowly spooned a runny salad of 
tomatoes and cucumbers into its mouth with the feathered end of his pen, 
spilling a fair bit into its lap. Between old age, arthritic limbs, and a 
tortoise’s nature not to hurry, each bite took as long as a normal three- 
course dinner. Impatient, Agatha tiptoed past him, careful to time her steps 
with the tortoise’s chomps, and hurried to the back of the first floor, where 
the history books were kept. 

There had to be something here, Agatha thought as she scanned the 
shelves, a few butterflies circling overhead. Something about the school’s 
history that Evelyn hadn’t doctored or expunged. But as she read the books’ 
spines, Agatha’s stomach sank: 


The History of Princely Failures 

Rapunzel: The Real Giant Killer? 

A Chronicle of Fraudulent Prince Rescues 

The Fragile Male: The Decline of a Redundant Species 
The Hidden History of Snow White s Divorce 


Agatha slumped to the floor. The Dean had covered her tracks even better 
than she thought. 

Agatha looked up, discouraged, and saw the tortoise glaring right where 
she was sitting. Agatha didn’t budge, knowing it couldn’t possibly see her 
under her cape—and yet its shiny black eyes stayed fixed on her very spot, 
blinking heavy lids, the reptile’s body motionless. Still watching her, the 
tortoise slowly reached back with stubby arms and pulled off its mottled 
shell. From inside its body, it silently drew out a single thick book and 
slipped it onto the edge of the desk. Then it replaced its shell and resumed 
chewing, eyes on the remaining heap of his lunch. 

Agatha gaped at the book, haloed by the sun streaming through the 
second-story windows. 

Giggles echoed outside, along with nearing footsteps. Instantly Agatha 
flung up and raced towards the desk, scooping the book under her cape just 
as Arachne and Mona entered, too immersed in gossiping to notice the 
breeze that ruffled their hair. 

Under her invisible snakeskin, Agatha sprinted upstairs to Honor’s 
rooftop and closed the frosted door behind her. Braving the icy winds, she 
wove through Guinevere’s hedges, peppered with idle doves, to find the last 
one, the pond scene near the balcony, secluded behind a wall of purple 
thorns. She sat on its shores and pulled the book from under her cape. 


A Student s History of the Woods 
AUGUST A. SADER 


Agatha let out a rush of air and gripped her old history textbook to her 
chest. Leave it to a librarian to find the book she needed, she thought, 
silently thanking the tortoise. What did he want her to find in its pages? 
Agatha caressed the book’s silver, silk-clothed cover, embossed with the 
glowing Storian clutched between black and white swans. 


She thumbed open the thick textbook to see no words, but a familiar 
rainbow of raised dots in neat rows, small as pinheads. Though Professor 
Sader was blind and couldn’t write history, he had seen it and found a way 
for his students to do the same. As Agatha ran her fingers across the rows of 
dots, ghostly scenes magically unfolded atop the book page in three 
dimensions, playing out to Sader’s narration—the same scenes the Dean 
had revised in her new edition, so girls no longer knew what was true and 
what wasn’t. 

Agatha swept her fingers across pages, fast-forwarding scenes until she 
found the page she wanted: 

“Chapter 28: Notable Seers,” boomed Professor Sader’s warm, deep 
voice. 

A small, silent scene fogged into view atop the book page—a vision of 
three old men, beards to the floor, standing in the School Master’s tower 
with hands united. Agatha hunched over to watch the scene as Sader’s 
disembodied voice continued: 

“As we learned in Chapter 1, with the Three Seers of the Endless Woods, 
seers commonly share three traits: they live double the life span of ordinary 
humans; they age ten years as punishment if they answer a question about 
the future; and their bodies can host spirits, with deadly effect ...” 

Agatha’s hands scanned through the chapter, past scene after scene, until 
her fingers stopped suddenly in the middle of the page, finding a few rows 
of polished dots that looked newer and shinier than the rest. 

Curious, she touched the first new dot. 

Instantly a man’s handsome face sprung into the mist—a face Agatha 
recognized immediately, with silvery-gray hair and hazel eyes. Her throat 
tightened as she gazed at her old history professor from the School for 
Good, blinking back at her in phantom blue glow. Agatha swallowed and 
forced her fingers to keep moving ... 

“The Saders are the longest and most successful line of seers. The most 
recently deceased member of the Sader family is the youngest son, August, 
who perished during The Tale of Sophie and Agatha. 

“After the Great War between the two School Master brothers of Good 
and Evil, August Sader had long believed the Good brother created a spell 
against his twin before he died—a way to prove the balance of Good and 
Evil still intact—and hidden the spell in the uniform crests of the students. 


When the Evil brother destroyed this balance by killing a student under his 
protection, the spell unlocked, bringing the Good brother's ghost back to 
life. As a seer, Sader sacrificed his body to the ghost, allowing the Good 
brother to slay his Evil twin and restore the Woods to balance. ” 

Agatha’s hand stilled on the page, her heart sinking. That’s why the dots 
were new. He’d added his own death before it happened. She watched 
Sader’s ghostly face, frozen atop the book, smiling softly at her, the way he 
had when she first entered the School for Good. Perhaps he’d foreseen even 
before she’d arrived that he’d die for her. And still he’d smiled at her. Still 
he’d helped her. 

Agatha could feel her chin quivering. She’d never regretted not having a 
father. She’d never let the thought in ... not until this fleeting moment, 
when she realized what it must mean to have one. 

A tear splashed through the misty vision, dissipating her dead professor’s 
face. 

Agatha wiped her eyes and forced her hand to keep moving along the rest 
of the new dots. 

“In addition, August Sader is believed responsible for the arrival of 
unenchanted Readers into the Endless Woods. After the Evil School Master 
killed his Good brother in order to control the Storian, the magic pen 
instead responded by making Good win in every new story—an eternal 
reminder that Evil was incapable of true love. To find a weapon even 
stronger than love, the Evil School Master sought out every seer in the 
Woods until he found August Sader, who, in exchange for a faculty position 
at the School for Good and Evil, revealed that the weapon the School 
Master sought would come from beyond the Woods. Sader s prediction 
would come to be known as the Reader Prophecy, the most famous 
prophecy to emerge from the all-male Sader lineage of seers.” 

Agatha bolted straight. A lineage of boys? She reread the line, agape. 
How could August Sader have a sister in a lineage of boys? 

She flipped pages anxiously, the dots no longer new, scanning dense 
Sader family trees and visions of Professor Sader’s brothers and nephews 
... until she reached a blank page, signaling the end of the chapter and the 
end of the trail. 

Apparently Sader didn’t think his sister was worthy of mention, Agatha 
thought, grimacing. Frustrated, she was about to fling the book into the 


pond— when she suddenly noticed a row of teensy, shiny new dots, 
footnoted at the bottom of the blank page. 

Squinting closer, her nose practically to the book, she touched the first 
dot, and a small two-dimensional portrait melted into yellowing mist, small 
as a postage stamp. A ravishing, gap-toothed woman smiled through the 
portrait frame, with flowing chestnut hair, bee-stung lips, and forest-green 
eyes. 

Agatha’s pulse quickened and her fingers raced on. 

“There is one more member of the Sader family that deserves mention. As 
a condition to the School Master for answering his question, August Sader 
asked that he teach history at the School for Good—and that his half sister, 
Evelyn, teach history at the School for Evil. However, as the illegitimate 
daughter of Constantin Sader, Evelyn Sader is not considered part of the 
Sader line, nor possessed seer powers. 

“Evelyn Sader taught for two months before she was evicted from the 
school forever by the School Master for crimes against students. 

“August Sader took over teaching her classes in the School for Evil until 
his death.” 

The Dean’s portrait hovered in mist as Agatha’s hand shook on the last 
dot ofthe page, her old professor’s words ringing in her ears. 

Crimes against students. 

Crimes so terrible, so unforgivable that an Evil School Master had 
banished a teacher from his own side. 

Agatha’s heart stopped. 

What had Evelyn Sader done? 

Suddenly the Dean’s phantom portrait glowed hot red over the book and 
her face spun sharply to Agatha — 

“UNAUTHORIZED BOOK!” she hissed. “THIS BOOK IS 
UNAUTHORIZED—” 

Instantly the page turned razor sharp and flew shrieking out of the book, 
slicing Agatha’s chest with a vicious paper cut. Terrified, Agatha tried to 
make her finger glow, but more screeching pages sharpened and tore from 
the book, cutting her from every direction. Agatha backed against a hedge, 
batting pages away, trying to focus on her fingerglow, but there were dozens 
of pages now, slicing at her arms, belly, legs, until her whole body was on 
fire. Gasping, she tried to scream for help, only to see hundreds of pages rip 


from the book and fly at her face, turning knife-edged for the kill. With a 
cry, Agatha finally felt her finger burn gold and stabbed it at the pages— 

A thousand white pages turned to white daisies in midair and fluttered 
down into the pond. 

Panting, Agatha stared at the floating flowers, flecked with her own 
blood. 

A booming crash exploded from the Library of Virtue below, sending the 
doves in the hedges scattering. Agatha’s eyes flared wide. She swept on her 
invisible cape and staggered out the frosted door, stumbling down the stairs, 
and lurched into the library ... 

But its keeper was gone from the desk, his feathered pen left behind with 
a half-eaten lunch dripping off his log. In the center of the room, Mona and 
Arachne sat white-faced at a library table, parchment and books strewn in 
front of them, gaping up at the second-floor window. 

Agatha slowly tracked their eyes to the giant smashed hole in the glass ... 
shaped like a tortoise. 

Soft scratching sounds etched behind her, and Agatha turned to see the 
feathered pen magically writing in the log, dragging and sputtering with 
each stroke as if in pain, before collapsing to the desk, dead still. 

Heart skittering, Agatha stepped closer, until she could read the tortoise’s 
last words. 


BEWARE TEE TR 
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Hurry, Sophie, Agatha prayed. 

Sitting in her window, she looked out at the School for Boys as the sun 
set, her blue bodice splotched with blood, her arms and legs scraped and 
bruised. Next to her, a green flame glowed inside a circular lantern she*d 
made out of parchment. 

Sophie would flash her lantern back any minute now, green 1f she was 
safe too, red if she wasn't. 

Agatha watched the clock: 7:15 ... 7:30 ... But still no glow came from 
the Boys” school. 


Agatha could still feel her heart beating, the tortoise’s warning tattooed in 
her skull. 

Two days until the Trial. 

Two days. 

She and Sophie had to get out of this school now. 

Her eyes darted back to the clock ... 7:45 ... 7:50 ... 

No light from the boys’ castle. 

Ce ne 

Sophie was alone in there with her prince ... 

Her Evil prince ... 

Her Evil prince who she dream-kissed this morning, not looking Evil at 
all... 

Shut up, Agatha berated herself, whipping back to the clock. 

... 8:00 now ... 

She heard swelling buzz in the halls, girls returning from supper ... 

Agatha broke into a sweat. Wherever Sophie was, she was in trouble! 
She lunged towards the door, panting with pain—she had to rescue her 
friend!— 

Agatha froze. Slowly she turned back to the window, eyes wide. 

High in the sky, across the bay, a green flare flashed behind thin clouds. 
Agatha stepped closer, squinting as the mist broke apart. The green glow 
wasn’t coming from a balcony or a boy’s castle spire. 

It was coming from the School Master’s tower. 

Agatha’s breath left her. She waved her hand in front of her lantern, 
flickering the flame. 

Far away, Sophie did the same. 

Agatha’s eyes popped, relief crashing over her. Sophie was already in the 
tower! She’d free the Storian any minute! 

Breathless, Agatha slung on her cape and raced out of the room, leaving 
symptoms, dream kisses, and Evelyn Sader behind. As she rushed down 
steps, she could feel the pen getting closer, “The End” spilling from its nib. 
She’d hover by the shore for Sophie’s return, a wish waiting on the tips of 
their tongues. The tower would chase her, the boys mobbing behind for war, 
only to see two girls splinter to light and vanish hand in hand ... a Trial 
thwarted, a happy ending restored, two friends home, stronger than before 


But the night came and went in gusts of cold, and Sophie didn’t come 
back. 
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Two Days Left 


The boys in line for breakfast gave Filip a wide berth when he shoved by, 
covered in dust and ash, eyes bloodshot and bruised, smelling like a barn in 
summer. 

As the enchanted pots in Evil’s Supper Hall slopped scrambled eggs and 
a mountain of bacon into her rusty pail, Sophie blinked back tears, 
reminding herself that boys don’t cry. She should be home by now—back in 
her own skin, Agatha at her side, The End written and sealed. And yet here 
she was, with her elephant shoulders, hairy legs, and hormonal rages, letting 
pots heap greasy bacon that the boy hijacking her body couldn’t wait to eat. 

Last night, Manley had been waiting for her when she climbed in for 
Storian duty. “Already searched a thousand times,” he scoffed. “Castor 
thinks we need young eyes.” 





Sophie grimaced at the plundered mess once he left, a heap of broken 
bricks, fallen fairy tales, dust and soot—but still had hope she’d succeed 
where they failed. She spent the entire night scouring the School Master’s 
chamber, tearing up loose bricks, muscling behind bookshelves, shaking out 
fairy tale after fairy tale, while her and Agatha’s storybook seemed to leer at 
her from atop the stone table. In the end, when Castor appeared at first light, 
she faced him empty-handed, like the rest. 

“A useless prince. What a surprise,” the dog snapped, kicking at a few 
loose silver bricks with his paw. “Pen has to be in this room, or the tower 
wouldn’t still be here.” He looked out the window at the glass castle across 
the bay. “Pollux would have loved a good game of hide-and-seek. Two 
heads better than one for this kind of thing.” His big black eyes seemed to 
mist up ... 

“Let me keep looking,” said Sophie quickly, shaking out The Ugly 
Duckling— 

“You had your chance, Filip,” Castor growled, shoving her towards the 
window. 

Sophie nodded and slumped onto the blond-haired rope, knowing she’d 
failed her mission. 

“Tell Tedros he better pray we find it,” Castor said behind her. “Storian 
falls into the Dean’s hands and all of us are doomed.” 

Sophie slid quietly down the sunlit hair. 

Now she dumped herself at a small round iron table, sore from crouching 
and digging, and wolfed down fistfuls of bacon and eggs, no longer in 
control of either her hands or manners. Had Tedros lied to Manley and 
hidden the pen to keep it from her and Agatha? Or was he telling the truth 
—that someone else had found and hidden it? In which case, who? And 
where? 

“Storian ain’t your problem, mate,” Chaddick said, plopping down at the 
table, his eggs doused in chili sauce. “Teachers tried for a week. Just using 
boys as slave labor now.” 

“Why’d you think the new princes helped you cheat too?” chimed 
Nicholas, chomping crispy bacon as he sat down. “No one wants Storian 
duty.” 

“Worth it though to see Aric’s scowl when you won first day,” Ravan 
smirked, squeezing in with Vex and Brone. “Lucky he’ll be on your team. 


Already planning on murdering the girls in the Trial instead of making them 
surrender.” 

Sophie stiffened, seeing Aric at the head table with his henchmen, all 
eating triple portions. Two days until she and Agatha went into the Trial 
against those brutes. She had to find that pen tonight. 

“Bet Tedros didn’t expect a tag team yesterday,” Vex said to her, pointy 
ears wagging. “All of us makin’ sure you beat the stuffin’ out of him.” 

“How about an encore today?” Sophie simpered anxiously— 

Chaddick snorted. “First off, an encore? Never heard that out of a boy’s 
mouth who wasn’t an apple tart. Second, think it’s about time you handled 
your own self. Don’t want you in the Trial if you don’t deserve to be there 
... Slavery on the line and all.” 

Sophie reddened. How could she get back on Storian duty if she didn’t 
have help? She shoveled eggs into her mouth, trying to avoid any further 
blunders— 

“Hi Filip!” 

She looked up to see Hort try to sit next to her. 

“No room,” said Chaddick, scooting over and blocking him. 

Drowning in his oversized uniform, his pouty lip quivering, Hort looked 
like a child spurned from his own birthday party. He gave a weaselly 
whimper and trudged away. 

Sophie’s eyes flared. “Hort! Sit here!” 

Hort turned, beaming, and plunked next to her, ignoring all the other 
boys’ grumbles. “Do you want my bacon?” he yakked, sliding his pail to 
Filip. “Can’t touch the stuff. Dad gave me a pet pig once and said I’d have 
to kill it someday—it’s what most Evil parents do, make their kids eat their 
pets—” 

“Tedros might beat me today, Hort,” Sophie whispered, trying to sound 
guileless. “What do I do?” 

“That’s what best friends are for, Filip,” Hort whispered back 
mischievously. “Um, and to tell you that you cross your legs like a girl—” 

“You'll help me?” Sophie brightened, breathing relief. 

“Just like you'll help me when the time comes,” said Hort, suddenly 
looking very serious. 

Sophie smiled tightly and dug into his bacon, praying she and her real 
best friend would be long gone before she ever found out what this weenie 


expected in return. 


I must have missed a corner last night, Sophie thought, hastening through 
the sewers as she bit into an apple. The Storian was so thin and sharp it 
could be stashed in the cracks between silver bricks or even in the cloth of a 
book spine. And yet, wouldn’t she have heard it thrashing and struggling 
somewhere? 

Temples throbbing, Sophie turned the corner past the churning red moat. 
Tonight she’d look harder. She pulled open the door to the Doom Room, 
desperate for a few minutes of sleep before class— 

Tedros looked up from his bed, stopping her in her tracks. 

His eyes were puffy and red, dark bags beneath them. His skin had gone 
from tan to ghostly pale, the veins showing through, and Sophie could see 
his shivering, starved muscles taut over jutting bones. There were no 
bruises on him. No wounds or welts. And yet, everything in his eyes said 
he’d been tortured beyond what a boy could handle. 

“What did Aric do to you?” she said softly. 

Tedros bent over, face in his hands. 

Sophie walked up to him and held out her half-eaten fruit. “Please—” 

Tedros smacked it out of her palm, and the apple skidded to a filthy 
corner. “Get away from me,” he whispered. 

“You have to eat someth—” 

“GET AWAY FROM ME!” he screamed into her face, his cheeks red as 
blood. 

Sophie fled the cell as fast as she could, his echoes chasing her all the 
way. 


“I can’t do it. I can’t cheat,” Sophie said to Hort as they headed into Evil 
Hall for Weapons Training. “Not if it means he’s tortured again.” 

“Well, do you want Aric to torture you?” Hort snapped. 

Sophie fell quiet, looking back at Tedros clutching his own arms, barely 
able to walk. Guilt rose into her throat— 

What's wrong with me! she scolded, turning around. Why was she caring 
about Tedros? Why was she worrying about a boy who wanted her dead? 

“Fine, stick with the plan,” she gritted to Hort. 


“There’s my best friend,” Hort beamed chummily. “We’ll make a great 
pair in the Trial, won’t we?” 

Sophie frowned. “Hort, you’re not even close to making the Trial tea—” 

But the weasel was already whistling and motoring ahead. 

For the first three Tryouts, Hort’s deftness at cheating and Sophie’s skills 
as an actress helped her win first rank each time, without any of the teachers 
or boys noticing. Hort magically moved her arrow to the phantom 
princess’s heart in the Archery tryout, charaded answers during a Do You 
Know Your Monsters? oral quiz, and tasted her plant leaves during a 
Poisoned Or Palatable? survival challenge so she’d emerge unscathed. By 
lunch, Sophie caught all the boys eyeing Filip of Mount Honora with 
newfound respect, as if he surely deserved a spot on the Trial team. Even 
Aric’s glares looked less baleful, as if a teammate like Filip was the reason 
he’d brought the new princes through the shield in the first place. 

But Tedros knew Filip was still cheating. He didn’t say a word to the 
boys or to the teachers, but Sophie saw him glowering darker at her after 
every new tryout, as if he’d never seen anyone so Evil. By the third Tryout, 
he wasn’t even trying. And by the last, when Mohsin, the hairy giant 
leading Forest Groups, threw Tedros and Filip into a ring for a Magical 
Sparring Tryout, a one-on-one bare-knuckled brawl with no rules ... Tedros 
simply dropped to his knees and conceded before they began, cutting into 
Filip with a withering glare. 

The boys cheered raucously, anointing the new boy the winner for a 
second day. But as Sophie looked into Tedros’ cold eyes, seeing right 
through her, she felt not even a shred of victory. 


Why isnt Sophie back yet? Agatha thought, scuttling through the purple 
breezeway to Charity under her invisible cape. Last night, Sophie’s lantern 
had glowed safely from the School Master’s window—and yet she hadn’t 
returned with the pen. Which could only mean one thing ... 

She couldn t find it. 

Agatha’s breath shallowed. Every second brought her and Sophie closer 
to the Trial. If Sophie couldn’t find that pen ... Agatha’s gut twisted, 
remembering the tortoise’s warning. 

She had to find out what the Dean was planning. 


She’d spent the morning hiding under her cape and waiting for Evelyn 
outside Good Hall, hoping to follow her between her History sessions. As 
each new class began, Agatha peeked through the doors to watch her take a 
group of girls inside Bluebeard—a gruesome tale of a husband who 
murdered all eight of his wives, which left the girls looking nauseous. 

“I show you this story not to frighten you,” the Dean said to close class 
each time, “but to remind you how vicious the boys will be during the Trial. 
Do not expect them to wait for you to drop your kerchief or to settle for 
your surrender.” She smiled thinly. “Nor should you give them the same 
courtesies.” 

As the Dean sashayed out of the ballroom between sessions, Agatha tried 
to follow her, but maneuvering invisibly through crowded hallways 
required agility and grace, neither of which was a strength. After losing the 
Dean four times, Agatha slackened against the wall, discouraged. 

“Really, Pollux, I’m fully capable of getting lunch by myself,” huffed 
Professor Dovey’s voice behind her— 

Agatha looked up to see Pollux’s furry head attached to a rickety old 
owl’s body, flapping after the green-gowned professor. 

“Strange business of late,” Pollux panted. “Voices in sewers, butterflies 
eaten by rats, ghosts bumping girls in the halls ... Dean’s advised me to 
keep a close eye on both you and Lesso until the Trial.” 

“Perhaps if Evelyn hadn’t taken my office, it would be easier to find me,” 
Professor Dovey fired, and hurried down the steps, Pollux’s owl sputtering 
behind her. 

Agatha’s eyes bulged wide. 

With thirty minutes left in class, she scurried up Charity’s spiral glass 
steps to Professor Dovey’s old office, the lone white-marble door on the 
sixth floor, once inlaid with a single emerald beetle, now a blue butterfly. 
Agatha peered down the stair gap and made sure no one was coming up. 

She tried the silver door handle, but it was bolted shut. She shot a shock 
spell at the keyhole with her glowing finger, then an even more useless melt 
spell, then a desperate freeze spell ... 

The lock caught. 

Agog at her luck, Agatha grabbed the handle, only to see it opening from 
the inside. Panicked, she ducked against the stairway banister as the door 
flung wide. 


A girl poked her long-nosed freckled face through, eyes darting right and 
left before she hurried out the closing door and nimbly slid down the 
banister to the floor below. 

Crouched on the ground, Agatha gaped at the girl’s red hair flowing out 
of sight. 

What was Yara doing in the Dean s office? 

Suddenly Agatha heard a creak behind her and whirled to see the door 
closing, about to bolt shut— 

She stabbed out her foot, jamming it just in time. 


Professor Manley came by the Doom Room twice before supper, promising 
to feed Tedros if he told him where the Storian was. Tedros begged and 
pleaded for mercy ... but he had no new answers. Manley left the prince 
hungry once more. 

Light used to come through the sewers at sunset, when the sinking sun’s 
reflection over the bay fractured to slivers, spilling red-orange glow from 
the Good tunnels into Evil’s. Now the prince sat on his metal bed frame in 
perpetual darkness, listening to the churning moat slap against the rocks 
that blocked the two sides from each other. It’d been six days since he’d 
eaten. His heartbeat puttered sluggishly, like a dying piston. His empty 
stomach hurt so much he couldn’t stand. His teeth had started to chatter, 
even in the sweltering tunnels. 

He wouldn’t survive punishment tonight. 

The cell door unlocked and creaked open, but the prince didn’t look up. 
Not until he smelled the meat. 

Filip slid a pail of braised lamb chops and mashed potatoes in front of 
him and stepped back. 

“Told Manley it was for Castor,” he said, in his strange, affectedly low 
voice. “Told Castor it was for Manley.” 

Tedros peered at the elfin prince, so strong and yet delicate, like a boy 
who wasn’t sure how to be one. He smiled too much, stood too close to the 
other boys, played with his hair excessively, ate in oddly small bites, kept 
touching his face like he was checking for pimples ... And yet strangest of 
all were those eyes ... Filip’s big emerald eyes, sometimes ice-cold, 
sometimes deep and vulnerable, as if flickering between Good and Evil. 
Once upon a time, Tedros had been taken by eyes just like them. 


He’d learned his lesson. 

Tedros snatched the pail and flung the food against the stone wall, 
splattering Filip with grease. He dumped the pail to the floor with an ugly 
clang and sat back down on his bed, panting. 

Filip said nothing and slouched down on the edge of his own bed. 

The two cell mates hunched next to each other in dead silence ... until 
the door creaked open once more and a dark shadow floated over them. 

“No—” Filip gasped, looking up at Aric, a coiled whip on his belt. 
“You'll kill him!” 

“Late for Storian duty, aren t you?” Aric sneered. 

“Look at him!” Filip pressed, voice straining. “He can’t survive—” 

But Aric’s violet eyes had drifted down to the empty pail near Tedros’ 
bed. “Stealing food, I see.” He leered at the prince, fingering his whip. 
“Perhaps we’ll start with extra punishment tonight.” 

“No!” Filip cried. “It’s my fault! Tedros, tell him!” 

Tedros silenced him with a glare and turned away coldly. 

Tedros heard Filip stop breathing behind him, realizing he wasn’t wanted. 
Filip’s shadow hovered on the wall a moment longer, then finally slumped 
out of the cell. 

“Hands on the bricks,” Aric ordered the prince. 

Tedros turned and put his hands high on the rotted wall. 

He heard the soft snap as Aric unhooked the whip from his belt and the 
panicked thumping of his own heart, telling him that one of these lashes 
would kill him. He didn’t want to die—not like this. Not worse than his 
father. Tears rising, limbs shaking, he looked up at Aric’s shadow on the 
wall, uncoiling the whip. 

The shadowed hand rose with the handle and then swung full force, the 
first lash hissing towards his back— 

Aric’s shadow lurched on the wall, and the whip cracked sickly against 
someone else’s skin. 

Tedros spun around. 

Filip had Aric by the throat against the bricks, the whip coiled around 
Filip’s bleeding forearm. 

“Tell the teachers that if anyone tries to hurt him again, they’ll have to 
get through me,” Filip snarled. 

Tedros blinked hard, unsure if he was alive or dead. 


Under Filip’s tightening grip, Aric looked nervous—before he managed a 
cruel smile and wrenched away. “Just what we need in the Trial. Someone 
who puts loyalty first,” he said, leaving quickly. “Pl talk to the teachers 
about finding you a more suitable room.” 

“Fine right here!” Filip barked after him. 

Tedros’ eyes were the size of marbles now. Slowly he turned to Filip, 
who bared teeth at him, cheeks blushed furious red. 

“Either you eat now, or I kill you myself,” Filip lashed. 

This time Tedros didn’t argue. 


Agatha gazed up at the grandmother clock in the corner of the study. 

Ten minutes before the next class break. 

She peered around at the Dean’s office, which was strangely barren. 
Where Professor Dovey’s desk had once teemed with broken quills, ranking 
ledgers, and scrolls under pumpkin paperweights, Evelyn Sader’s desk was 
clean, empty mahogany, with only a tall, thin candle in its corner, the color 
of parchment. 

Why had Yara been in here? Agatha wondered. She was sure she’d heard 
Yara speak to the Dean that day in the Gallery. Something about letting 
Yara stay ... Agatha brushed the thought away. She should be focused on 
the Dean, not some crackpot girl who might or might not speak. 

Agatha hunched in the sturdy wooden chair behind the bare desk, each 
minute ticking by. She stared distractedly at the candlewick. 

The Dean had arrived the day the School for Good and Evil became the 
School for Boys and Girls. Which meant her and Sophie’s fairy tale had 
killed the School Master ... and then let an Evil teacher he’d banished back 
in. 

But why? 

Agatha remembered what Dovey and Lesso had said. Sophie’s symptoms 
had come either from Evelyn or Sophie herself. There were no other 
suspects. Evelyn had been convicted of crimes against students before. 
Evelyn had been in the room for all of Sophie’s symptoms ... the Beast ... 
the wart ... the corrupted Mogrif ... Why am I thinking about this? ... Of 
course it had to be Evelyn ... It was Evelyn ... 

And yet ... if it wasnt Evelyn ... 


Agatha closed her eyes, letting a dream back in ... He’d looked so calm, 
so happy, his golden hair haloed in snow ... She could see his crooked 
smile, his shirt laces undone, as they were when he once asked her to a ball 
in this very same school ... as if everything since had been a wrong turn in 
their story ... as if all of this was a big mistake ... She tasted his lips again 
as he held her, her heart fluttering against his, fluttering more than ever 
before— 

Agatha’s eyes flashed open to the cold, empty office. 

This time it was more than a dream. 

Her heart was still wishing for Tedros. 

Wishing even stronger. 

Agatha scorched red. She was still wishing for her prince over her friend? 
Her loyal friend, who was risking her life to save them from the very same 
boy she was wishing for? Agatha pushed up angrily from the desk, hating 
the weak, foolish princess inside her, the princess she couldn’t silence ... 

Then slowly Agatha sat back down. 

There was an odd, jagged wrinkle in the candle’s texture. She reached out 
and touched it, expecting to feel wax—only to feel paper instead. She 
pulled the candle closer and saw a camouflaged scroll bound tightly around 
it, tied with a small white string. Agatha tried to settle her emotions, 
knowing the Dean would be back any moment. She carefully untied the 
scroll, lifted it off the candle, and spread its parchment across the desk. 

There were three pages. 

The first was a map of the Blue Forest, the same map the students 
received every year in Forest Groups, with all the notable areas labeled: the 
Fernfield, Turquoise Thicket, Blue Brook ... 

Then Agatha noticed one of these areas circled in red ink, the lone 
marking on the page, strangely conspicuous. She stared at the circled label. 


The Cyan Caves 


The teachers never mentioned the caves nor took students there, 
presumably because there was no way up the jagged cliff face, nor any 
reason to explore empty caves. Why had the Dean marked them? 

Agatha moved to the next sheet: a letter with a broken seal of a scarlet 
wax snake. It was dated today. 


Dear Evelyn, 
So that there is no room for ambiguity, here are the rules of the Trial. 

1. Tomorrow at noon, I will meet you at the Blue Forest gate. As the acting Deans of our 
schools, each of us will have thirty minutes to lace traps into the arena. The Cyan Caves are 
off-limits, as you request. 

2. Given the high stakes involved, the traditional pre-Trial scout of the Forest will be 
canceled for both sides. 

3. Ten competitors will participate from each school, and each may have one weapon of 
their choice. No others may enter and the Forest will be veiled from spectator view. All 
magical spells and talents are allowed. 

4. If both boys and girls are still in the Forest when the sun rises, the Trial will continue 
until only boys or girls are left. 

5. Regardless of the outcome, Tedros’ original terms will be obeyed. If the girls win, the 
boys will surrender to your school as slaves. If the boys win, the Readers will be turned over 
to us for execution and the schools returned to Good and Evil. 

Any violation of these rules will void the terms of the Trial and precipitate war. 
Best of luck. 
Professor Bilious Manley 
Acting Dean, School for Boys 


Agatha frowned, questions churning. Why had Evelyn wanted the Trial 
scout canceled? And why had she circled the caves if they were off-limits? 
She flipped to the third page, still silently fuming for even thinking of 
Tedros, let alone wishing for— 

Her heart stopped. 

In her hands was a long, tinily scrawled list of potion ingredients, 
followed by an even longer series of precise directions for brewing them, 
filling up every inch of an old, tattered page. 

A page Yuba said he’d lost in a classroom weeks ago. 

Now as Agatha stared at it here in the Dean’s office, a question burnt into 
her skull, searing away everything else. 

Only the question wasn’t how Evelyn Sader had found the gnome’s 
recipe for Merlin’s lost spell. 

The question was what she had done with it. 
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One Step Ahead 


On his knees, Tedros snatched another lamb chop off the floor and ripped 
into 1t like a lion, shredding off the meat and flinging the bone onto the heap 
of others. After devouring six more, he clutched his stomach, slightly green, 
trying to hold it all down. 

The cell door squeaked open, and he looked up at Filip slicked with 
sweat, forearm streaked with dried blood, carrying two steaming mugs. 

“Knew you'd overeat,” Filip said, and put down a mug of frothy liquid in 
front of him. “Bit of rice stewed in hot water calms the stomach. Wish we 
had some peppermint or fresh ginger—brew a nice digestif—” 





Sophie saw Tedros staring and she cleared her throat with a macho grunt. 
“Drink up.” 

Tedros stuck his tongue in the tea and put it down, frowning. “Late for 
Storian duty, aren’t you, Filip?” 

“Told Manley I should interrogate you first,” Sophie said sternly as she 
sat facing him. 

Thats why I saved his life, she scolded herself, resting her bulky 
shoulders against the wall. Because Tedros would tell her where the Storian 
was. Thats why. Not because she cared the slightest bit about him. She 
glared at him, muscles clenched, refocusing on the goal. 

“Tell me where it is, Tedros.” 

“For the last time, Tristan and I buried it to keep it away from Sophie and 
Agatha,” he snapped. “We hid it under a loose brick. I don’t know how it 
could have moved.” He saw Filip studying him and hung his head. “Look, I 
wouldn’t lie to you, Filip. Not after what you’ve done for me.” 


“But who took it, then?” Sophie said, stomach turning. “Did they 
question Tristan?” 

“Pfffft, he’d be the first one to hand it over to a teacher,” Tedros groused, 
kicking off his boots. “Besides, no one’s seen that mouse for days. Probably 
left before classes started. Never liked the other boys.” 

“But Castor said we’re all doomed if we don’t find—” 

“Because the pen reflects the soul of its master,’ Tedros mumbled, 
slumping deeper. “If it gets into Dean Sader’s hands, you can bet there’ Il be 
a lot of boys dying at the end of stories. Starting with mine.” 

Mine. The word hit Sophie harder than the prospect of Woods-wide 
death. She had always thought of it as her story, with Tedros the villain in 
her way. But now she realized: Tedros thought it was his fairy tale ... and 
that he deserved a happy ending just as much as she did. 

“Agatha’s wish for you,” Sophie said quietly. “How did you hear it?” 

Tedros paused, jaw clenching. “I was nine when my mother left. It was 
the middle of the night, and I was asleep in the opposite wing. I remember 
bolting up in a pool of sweat and stumbling to the window without knowing 
why, my heart feeling like it was ripped open. The last thing I saw was my 
mother on my favorite horse, galloping into the Woods.” He traced the 
space between bricks with his finger. “I woke up the same way when I felt 
Agatha’s wish. She wanted me to hear it, Filip.” His eyes watered. “And I 
believed it was true.” 

Sophie fidgeted with her grubby nails. “Maybe it was true,’ 
almost to herself. “Maybe something just ... got in the way.” 

Tedros rubbed his eyes and sat up straighter. “You’re a good friend, Filip. 
You didn’t have to help me.” 

Sophie shook her head. “I couldn’t let you die,” she breathed, unable to 
look at him. “I couldn’t.” 

“Sophie said the same thing last year. Vowed to protect me in the Trial— 
then left me to die alone,” Tedros said, picking at a hole in his dirty black 
sock. “Suppose that’s the difference between a girl and a boy.” 

Sophie finally looked up, blinking wide. 

Tedros nodded. “Trust me, I know, Filip. She was every bit as Evil as the 
storybook says.” 

Sophie swallowed. “Can you ... tell me about her?” 
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she said, 


“She was the most beautiful girl I’d ever seen—blond hair just like yours 

. and now that I think about it, green eyes a lot like yours too,” Tedros 
said, peering at Filip. His cell mate glanced away, uncomfortable, and 
Tedros quickly looked down. “But there was nothing beneath it. Every time 
I gave her a new chance, I saw more and more deceit. It was like she 
wanted a prince only to have one, caring nothing about who I actually was. 
I never knew what Agatha saw in her worth saving.” 

“Perhaps you don’t know Agatha the way Sophie knows her.” 

“I know Agatha used to be a Good soul who deserved happiness with a 
prince,” Tedros retorted. “Now she gave up true love for something 
masking as it. Sophie did that to her. Sophie ruined her.” 

“Only because you made your princess choose,” Sophie shot back, elfish 
face flushing. “You’re responsible for your own fate, Tedros. Not Agatha. 
And not Sophie.” 

Tedros grimaced and said nothing. 

“Why can’t a girl have both?” Sophie asked softly. She looked at her boy 
face reflected in the bed frame. “Why can’t she have the love of her prince 
and the love of her best friend?” 

“Because we grow up, Filip,” Tedros exhaled. “When you’re young, you 
think your best friend is everything. But once you find real love ... it 
changes. Your friendship can never be the same after that. Because no 
matter how much you try to keep both, your loyalty can only lie with one.” 
He smiled sadly at his cell mate. “That’s Agatha’s greatest mistake. She 
can’t see that she and Sophie were doomed the moment she let herself love 
me.” 

Sophie felt the wall of muscle encasing her new body slacken, as if 
Tedros had put words to the truth she’d been shutting out. That night, 
Agatha was supposed to kiss Tedros and live out her Ever After. That night, 
she herself was supposed to go home all alone, her only friend moved on to 
a boy. 

But she’d rewritten their story. She’d held her best friend back. 

At what cost? 

“It’s too late,” Tedros breathed, resting his forehead on his clasped arms. 
“I won't love someone again.” 

“Maybe Sophie needs Agatha more than you need her,” his cell mate 
pressed, tears in his eyes. “Maybe Agatha is the closest to love that Sophie 
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will ever get. Maybe Sophie did the Good thing after all 

Tedros raised his head, glowering. 

“Don’t you see, Tedros? You’ll find someone else,” Filip said, voice 
shaky. “Sophie won’t.” 

“You’re as bad as a Reader, Filip,” said Tedros darkly. “There’s only one 
true love. Only one.” 

The boys gazed hard at each other before they turned away and sat in 
silence, two silhouettes beneath a dying torch. 

Filip lurched up for the door. “Come on.” 

“What?” Tedros blurted. “I’m not allowed to leave—” 

“Difference between you and me.” Filip glared down at him. “You’re a 
prince who plays by rules. And I’m not.” 

Tedros stared at his new friend waiting impatiently. 

“Takes quite the boy to boss me around,” Tedros muttered, pulling 
himself up. 

Filip held the door open. “You have no idea.” 


On the rehearsal stage in the Supper Hall, Pollux barked at his cast of five 
baffled-looking Nevergirls heaped with white clown makeup and poorly 
fitted cheongsams. “For the last time, you are a living metaphor for the 
Trial ... an embodiment of eons of female submission and objectification 
... a monument to a deadly Trial that may cost us lives—” 

“This play looks more deadly than a Trial,” Dot murmured to Yara, who 
ignored her and cheerfully readied the burkas and swan headdresses for the 
next act. Dot eyed Hester and Anadil across the room, whispering while 
they painted one of the sets, an odd gap between them that Dot surmised 
must be Agatha. “If Pd known this was what Book Club would turn into, 
Pd have tried out for chorus,” she sighed, turning a swan feather to arugula 
before traipsing over to join their conversation. 

“What could the Dean possibly be doing with Merlin’s spell?” Anadil 
was saying. 

“Could she have used it herself?” Agatha said, slipping back her cape’s 
hood so they could just see her big brown eyes. 

“First of all, we would have noticed if the Dean had turned herself into a 
man,” Hester returned. “Second, either be invisible or not. Your eyes are too 
big and sentimental to be taken seriously.” 


“Well I didn’t know we were all volunteering for stage crew,” Agatha 
snapped as Anadil’s rats took turns bathing in paint and rolling across the 
set. 

“You didn’t seem to have any better ideas of where we should meet—” 

“Because I’m too busy trying not to die—” 

“And you think we aren't?” Anadil shot back. “We’ve been killing 
ourselves to make the Trial team in case this all goes to hell—” 

“Do you think the Dean sent a girl into the boys’ castle?” Dot wondered 
airily, chomping salad greens. 

The other girls turned to her. 

“If she did, that might explain why Sophie hasn’t found the Storian yet,” 
Dot said. “The Dean might have had one of the girls turn into a boy and 
hide the pen so you can’t make your wish. You know—to make sure the 
Trial goes on as planned.” 

Anadil blinked at her. “Maybe I should start eating vegetables.” 

“And who would this Storian-stashing girl be?” Hester leered, looking 
irritated she hadn’t come up with the idea. 

“Beatrix,” Agatha returned, pulling the hood back to reveal her face. 
“This is her cape, isn’t it? And she had that boys’ uniform under her bed 
too! She loves the Dean! It has to be her!” 

“Look, we’ll see what we can get out of her,” Anadil said, scooting to 
block Agatha’s face from view. “But there’s only two nights left, Agatha. 
Sophie has to find the Storian by tomorrow. Where was her lantern 
tonight?” 

“Can’t see a thing outside tonight. Completely fogged out,” said Agatha 
miserably. “Left my lantern in my window, but can’t see hers until it 
clears.” 

“She has to bring that pen back, Agatha,” Hester pressured. “Or we’re all 
going into that Trial.” 

If Agatha wasn’t scared enough, the fear in Hester’s face turned her 
stomach to jelly. 

“The Dean had a Trial map too—” Agatha stammered. “She marked the 
Cyan Caves—” 

“Cyan Caves?” Hester scoffed, exchanging looks with Anadil. “They’re 
just a decoration by the south gate. Caves don’t go deeper than fifty feet. 
What could possibly be in them?” 





“Well, she canceled the pre-Trial scout, so we can’t even look,” Agatha 
griped, disappearing back under her hood. 

“Unless she already gave you permission to.” 

Agatha looked up at Hester, peering slyly at her invisible friend. 

“As far as the Dean knows, you’re in the Blue Forest with a gnome.” 


As the clock tolled midnight, Agatha prowled through the foggy Blue 
Forest towards the south gate, concealed under her cape. She’d never seen 
fog like this, swirling white clouds of mist that obscured every last blade of 
navy grass. She squinted through the haze at the School for Boys but 
couldn’t see a single brick. 

It certainly was a coincidence, Agatha thought—that her only means of 
communication with Sophie had been severed by strange weather. 

Lady Lesso’s warning floated into Agatha’s mind ... “Evelyn s always 
one step ahead.” 

Agatha shook off the thought and snuck deeper into the Forest, moving 
slowly in case she collided with any trees or equally fog-blinded animals. In 
the eerie silence, she began to feel thoughts of Tedros rising faster than she 
could hold them down. The more she denied him, the stronger he seemed to 
become, like a monster at the door. Nerves shredding, she focused harder on 
the fog-covered path. As soon as she got home to the graveyard, she’d burn 
every last storybook she could find. Gavaldon would be a world without 
princes, indeed. 

She felt the path begin to slope uphill, meaning she was beyond the 
pumpkin patch and nearing the south gate. Tomorrow night would be Trial 
eve, featuring Pollux’s infernal play and the announcement of the team. By 
then, Dean Sader and Professor Manley would have laced the Forest with 
their traps. They’d agreed that the Cyan Caves were off-limits ... So what 
was the Dean hiding there? 

A white rabbit scurried past her clumps, carrying its terrified baby in its 
mouth, and vanished into the white fog as if erased off a page. Agatha 
treaded carefully, step by step, until she glimpsed the wall of blue-green 
rock in front of her. 

Buried high on a cliff at the southeast corner, cloaked by giant 
overhanging blue pines, the Cyan Caves were a bubbled arrangement of 
three circular, sea-green holes of different sizes. Agatha gazed up at the 


caves atop the ledge, unsure how to even get up to them. She couldn’t 
mogrify and lose her magic cape, so her only option was to climb one of the 
blue pines and jump onto the cliff. Luckily, the pine branches were thick 
and sturdy, and Agatha made her way up quickly, thankful for the prickly 
needles to guide her hands through the fog. At last she reached the highest 
bough and with a deep breath leapt down invisible onto jagged rock, with 
only a small stutter in her landing. 

Agatha peered at the row of caves in front of her: three circles of 
different sizes that looked like they belonged in Goldilocks’ story—the first 
cave too big, the second cave too small, the third just nght. She could feel 
her neck rashing red under the invisible cape collar. Something told her that 
whatever was in these caves would answer her question of why Evelyn 
Sader was in her fairy tale ... and how she planned for it to end. 

Legs shaking, Agatha headed into the first giant cave, feeling her 
fingertip glow gold like a torch. The cavernous walls were glassy 
aquamarine, dimly reflecting her fingerglow and tense face. Step by step, 
she moved through the mirrored den, scanning every inch, seeing nothing 
but a few scraggly meerworms and beetles, until she reached a dead end. 

Frowning, Agatha retreated to try the second cave. But with its hole no 
bigger than a dinner plate, Agatha couldn’t fit more than her head in. Worse 
still, this cave was even shallower than the first, with her fingerglow 
illuminating only bare walls and a few patches of mold. Agatha wrenched 
back out, irritated. 

What am I doing here? she chastised herself as she stomped into the third 
cave. She should be waiting for Sophie in the castle, she thought, lighting 
up the midsized, deserted den. Her friend would be back with that pen any 
moment ... Last year, she herself had been the rock, the finisher, the one 
who would do anything to get them home. Now it was Sophie. That’s why 
Sophie had won the challenge to be a boy instead of her. Sophie was the 
prince this time. Sophie wouldn’t let her down ... 

Extinguishing her glow, Agatha hurried back towards the mouth of the 
cave—and stopped cold. A strange hum echoed behind her, like a chorus of 
angry whispers. 

Slowly Agatha turned around, hearing the whir grow louder and louder. 
She held up her lit finger, flickering with dread ... 


A storm of blue butterflies crashed into her from darkness, swamping her 
invisible body like bees and ripping her invisible cape to threads. They 
moved with deliberate purpose and ruthless speed, eviscerating the 
snakeskin and bashing her back onto the cliff edge. Beneath their beating 
wings, Agatha could see her skin and clothes reappearing in moonlight, 
patch by patch, until they finally tore the last of the cape from her and 
swarmed away with a violent gust, blowing her off the ledge. Agatha fell 
down the cliff with a scream, flailing through fog, and landed on her 
tailbone in a tangled pine shrub. Bruised and aching, she looked up to see 
the cloud of butterflies vanish into fog, shedding the last black slivers of the 
cape over the Forest like ash. 

Agatha couldn’t breathe, feeling the relief of being alive give way to the 
panic of what had just happened. 

The Dean had planted that map in her office for her to find. Which meant 
the Dean knew she hadn’t been with Yuba in the Blue Forest the past two 
days ... 

Or with Sophie. 

An alarm roared in her brain and Agatha was already running. 

She dashed down the fogged path, forgetting her pain, trying to 
remember where Yuba’s den was. Branches and thorns ripped at her clothes 
as she crouched to the dirt, scanning the glen between the Fernfield and 
Thicket—until she saw wisps of black smoke rising from a hole in the 
ground ahead. She fell to her stomach and plunged her head through the 
tiny opening— 

But it was too late. 

Yuba’s home had been incinerated, every inch burnt to a crisp, except a 
few hydrangea petals, scattered over cinders ... the gnome nowhere in 
sight. 

Stomach sinking, Agatha stood back up in the Blue Forest and watched 
the fog magically recede, as if its work was done. The mist thinned into a 
trail and slurped back towards the School for Girls, vanishing into its 
highest office. 

Agatha looked up at Evelyn Sader in the window, circled by returning 
butterflies, her gap-toothed smile glowing through darkness like a Cheshire 
cat’s. 

A smile that said Evelyn knew exactly where Sophie was right now ... 


Because she’d been one step ahead all along. 

Slowly Agatha turned to see the fog evaporate around the School for 
Boys, leaving it bare and clear in the night. 

No green glow in any of its windows. 

No sign from her friend at all. 


“Shouldn’t you be looking for the Storian?” Tedros asked in the dark hall, 
trying to track Filip’s fluffy blond hair past the teacher dormitories. “Past 
midnight now—” 

“Want to show you something first,” Filip said, sliding through two 
narrow rock columns. 

“Where are we going?” Tedros moaned, stomach still bloated from his 
dungeon feast. “All I want to do is take a bath and go to be—” He fell quiet. 

They were standing on the teachers’ balcony, perched over the Blue 
Forest, giving them a panoramic view of the terrain. A strange, icy haze 
broke apart in the air, as if a thick fog had just passed. 

As the air grew clearer over the Forest, Tedros saw the leaves and grass 
fluorescing magically with an arctic-blue sheen. Wind raked across fronds 
and flowers in harplike waves, sounding steady, oceanic breaths. Close to 
the north gate, the electric-blue Fernfield, dotted with silver spores, fanned 
over the thin west path; over the east path, the willows lost more of their 
sapphire leaves with every sweeping gust, while the Cyan Caves to the 
south cast a bubbled shadow over the blue pumpkin patch. 

Tedros had seen so much beauty traveling with his parents when he was 
little—the paradise grottos in the Murmuring Mountains, the siren lakes in 
Avonlea, the Wish Fish oases in the Shazabah Deserts ... But from high 
above, the prince looked at this small, gated Forest, innocent to the dangers 
of the world, and knew what heaven could be. Two nights from now, he’d 
be the one who turned it to hell. 

He suddenly noticed movement near the gate ... a human shadow 
slipping out of the Forest ... 

Tedros squinted closer. 

“You going to join me?” Filip said behind him. 

Tedros turned to see him sitting on the wide, flat marble ledge, kicking 
legs over the Forest. 

“Or do you still want that bath?” his cell mate said archly. 





Tedros climbed up onto the ledge and sat closer to Filip than he would 
under ordinary circumstances. He wasn’t especially fond of heights. 

“How’s your arm?” Tedros said, inspecting his cell mate’s gash, still raw 
and bloody. “I don’t want it to get infected—” 

Filip pulled it away, staring out at the Forest. “How can you sleep 
knowing you’re sentencing two girls to death out there? Two girls who each 
loved you?” 

Tedros said nothing for a moment. “There’s always three in a fairy tale, 
Filip. The true loves and the villain. In the end, someone has to die. The 
moment Agatha hid Sophie in my tower, the moment Agatha attacked me, 
she made me the villain.” He glared at Filip. “And I have no problem 
playing the part if it means saving my life.” 

Tedros saw his cell mate gaping at him, cheeks going redder, redder ... 
All of a sudden Filip started laughing so convulsively he started tearing up. 

“What in God’s name is wrong with you?” Tedros frowned. 

“Everyone just wanted to find love, and now everyone wants to kill each 
other,” Filip giggled, wiping his eyes. “No one knows the truth anymore.” 

“With all due respect, Filip, what the hell do you know?” 

Filip laughed and cried louder, burying his face in his hands. 

“You’re worse than a girl,” Tedros mumbled. 

Now Filip was howling, but seeing Tedros’ stony face, his laughs turned 
to pants and then to silence. 

Somewhere below, crickets thrummed off rhythm. Tedros peered down at 
a stork wading through the Blue Brook, while two squirrels chased each 
other over the bridge’s railing. Tomorrow Manley and the girls’ Dean would 
lace the Forest with traps, and the animals would go into hiding until the 
Trial was over and its dangers passed. 

“So what’s your castle like, Filip?” 

His cell mate blinked. “Castle?” 

“You're a prince, aren’t you? You don’t live in a tiki hut, I presume.” 

“Oh, yes—it’s a, um, small ... castle. Shaped like a ... cottage.” 

“Sounds cozy. Never liked living in a big castle. Spend most of the day 
trying to find people. Does your whole family live with you?” 

“Just my father,” said Filip sourly. 

“Least you have a dad,” sighed Tedros. “I have nothing to go home to 
when school’s done. Just an empty castle, thieving servants, and a failing 


kingdom.” 

“Think you’ll ever see your mother again?” 

Tedros shook his head. “Don’t want to, either. Dad put a death warrant 
out for her. Once I turn 16, I become king. I’d have to honor Dad’s warrant 
if I found her.” 

Filip swiveled to him in shock, but Tedros quickly squinted up at the sky. 
“You should look for the Storian, Filip. It*11 be light soon.” 

“How could you ever hurt your mother?” Filip asked, astonished. “I’d do 
anything to see mine again. Anything. That would be my real Ever After.” 
He sighed and hunched over. “But I’m not like Agatha. No one hears my 
wishes.” 

“Tell me what she was like ... your mother.” 

“Her name was Vanessa. Means ‘butterfly.’ I still remember her face 
when they used to fly through the lane every spring, in big blue swarms ... 
She used to say that one day I’d fly away just like them—find a life bigger 
than hers, somewhere where all my dreams came true. ‘Don’t let anyone 
stop you from your happy ending,’ she used to say. ‘Don’t let anyone stop 
you from being loved,” Filip said, voice cracking. “‘Caterpillars can’t 
know a butterfly.’” 

Tedros touched his shoulder. Filip leaned against him and finally let 
himself cry. 

“Her only friend took the only boy she ever loved, Tedros,” Filip said. “I 
don’t want to end up like her. All alone.” 

Silence thickened between the two boys. 

“Never met a boy who wanted to be a butterfly,” said Tedros softly. 

Filip looked up. The two boys gazed into each other’s eyes, legs touching 
on the ledge. 

Tedros swallowed and jumped onto the balcony. “Heading back. Go find 
that pen.” 

“Tedros, wait for me—” 

But the prince sprinted away, stumbling between columns, before he 
faded into shadow. 

Sophie’s hand slowly drifted to the place on the ledge where Tedros had 
been. 

She told herself to hurry to the silver tower, to find the pen in the hours 
she had left and get Agatha home—to get up now— 





But instead she just stayed there, alone over the Forest, until morning 
light shattered the dark. 
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Red Light 


By now, the three witches considered Agatha a good friend, despite their 
generally poor abilities to make good friends. Thus one might expect 
Hester, Anadil, and Dot to grin, wave, or, at the very least, make room for 
Agatha as she entered Good Hall for History on the last day before the 
Trial. But as Agatha squeezed next to them in her school uniform, eyes red 
and sleepless, the witches acted as if seeing their new friend was the worst 
possible thing in the world. 

“What are you doing here?” Hester hissed. “And why can we see you—” 

“She knows,” Agatha hissed back. 

The witches spun to her. “Knows?” Dot blurted. 
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“How much?” breathed Hester. 

The double doors flung open behind them and the Dean breezed in, 
revised textbook in hand, and gave Agatha a puckish smile as she ascended 
the stage. 

“Pleasure to see our Captain has returned from her training. I’m sure it’s 
been time well spent,” she said smoothly. “I hear Sophie isn’t feeling 
herself?” 

Agatha withstood the sting and glared back at her. “She’s looking for 
something as we speak.” 

All the girls in the hall swiveled to the Dean, befuddled by this exchange. 

“Oh dear. Time is of the essence, with both your lives at stake 
tomorrow,” replied Evelyn innocently. “Suppose it’s something she cant 
find?” 

“She’ll find it,” Agatha spat as girls whiplashed back to her. “You don’t 
know Sophie.” 


“And you know her, of course,” said the Dean, eyes twinkling. “Warts 
and all.” 

Agatha bleached white as confused girls in the hall gibbered around her. 

“Everything,” Hester gasped. “She knows ... everything.” 

“Tonight at supper, we’ll have our Trial eve festivities, featuring our play 
pageant, announcement of the Trial team, and a proper feast to wish our 
combatants luck against the boys,” the Dean declared from her brother’s old 
wooden lectern. “But this morning, we still have one history lesson left to 
prepare us for the Trial—” 

“She couldn’t possibly know Sophie’s a boy,” Dot whispered to Agatha 
and the witches. She glimpsed two butterflies over Anadil’s shoulder and 
turned them to brussels sprouts. “For one thing, how could she know we 
used Merlin’s spell?” 

“She taught us about Merlin’s spell, didn’t she?” Agatha said, 
remembering the Dean’s cryptic smile that day. “She practically dared us to 
find it.” 

“Maybe it was part of her plan all along,” echoed Anadil. “Get Sophie 
and Agatha apart, then hide the Storian so they have to go in the Trial.” 

“She could have just locked them up somewhere,” Hester said, shaking 
her head. “Why go through all this trouble to get Sophie into the boys’ 
castle?” Her black eyes narrowed, clouding over. “Unless ...” 

“Did you talk to Beatrix?” Agatha pressured Anadil, seeing more 
butterflies fly off the Dean’s dress towards them. “She has to tell us where 
the pen is!” 

“Don’t think she’s the one who hid it,” Dot piped up. “I pretended to be 
studying for Tryouts with a few Evergirls and asked her the properties of 
snakeskin. She hadn’t the faintest clue it makes you invisible. None of the 
Evers did. Whoever used that cape in your room had to be a Never!” 

Hester looked up at her as if suddenly interested in what she had to say, 
but Agatha waved Dot off. “Beatrix is lying,” Agatha insisted. “It has to be 
her!” 

“Well, Baldy’s not telling us anything, and tonight’s your and Sophie’s 
last chance to escape,” Anadil snapped. 

“And you’re 100% sure it’s Evelyn who was responsible for Sophie’s 
symptoms?” said Hester, frowning at Agatha. 


“If you saw Sophie’s face when she grew hairy legs and an Adam’s 
apple, you’d stop questioning whether she’s Good,” Agatha retorted. 

Hester scratched her demon, grumbling. 

“Look, we’re arguing for nothing,” Agatha exhaled. “Sophie was in the 
School Master’s tower, remember? She flashed her lantern there two nights 
ago! She’s probably close to finding the Storian as we speak.” 

“Then why didn’t she light her lantern there last night?” Hester prodded. 
“Why didn’t she light her lantern at all?” 

Agatha ignored her as she watched the Dean open her book for the day’s 
lesson. She’d barely slept a wink, asking herself the very same question. 


“You’re almost Trial team leader!” Hort beamed, hurrying Filip to their first 
class. “So remember. I help you and you help me. Deal?” 

Sophie didn’t answer, legs heavy, breath dodgy, and keenly aware of a 
pimple on her forehead. At sunrise, she’d wandered back to the dungeons, 
managing only an hour of sweaty sleep before Tedros woke her up, freshly 
bathed in a cut-off shirt and holding a hunk of buttered bread. 

“Thought Aric would have my head for showing up at breakfast, but no 
one said a thing. Think they’re all afraid of Filip the Barbarian after last 
night,” the prince said, grinning at his cell mate. “Come on, butterfly boy, 
eat up.” 

Eyes coated with sleep, Sophie squinted at the bread’s oily coat of butter. 
Her cavernous stomach was rumbling as usual, demanding anything edible, 
but even as a boy, she had her limits. She moaned and pulled the sheets 
back over her shorn, fluffy hair. 

“Well don’t whine later,” Tedros said, biting into the loaf himself. “Better 
get moving if you want a bath, Fil. Only ten minutes before class.” 

Sophie groaned like a wounded ape. 

“I know I was a bit of an ass when we first met, but I’m glad we’re mates 
now,” she heard Tedros say across the room. “And glad you won’t be 
bunking my challenges anymore. Need to win today so I can get in that 
tower tonight. If I find the Storian myself, maybe Manley will give me a 
spot on the Trial team.” 

Beneath the covers, Sophie felt nauseous. “So you can kill Sophie.” 

“So I can protect you from her.” 

Sophie sat up, eyes wide. 


“Along with everyone else,” the prince said, as he slipped on his uniform 
shirt. 

Sophie saw Tedros’ bare back to her for a moment, the skin glowing 
healthily again, a bit more meat on him than yesterday. Suddenly she was 
aware of the muscles in his shoulders ... the unfreckled, gold tan ... his 
minty bath smell ... 

“Filip!” 

Hort’s nasal voice snapped her out of her daze. 

“Do we have a deal?” he goaded her as they turned towards Evil Hall. 

Sophie’s cheeks burned cherry red. Agatha was waiting for her, girls’ 
lives were depending on her, and she was daydreaming about her would-be 
killer? 

“Deal,” Sophie said forcefully to Hort, picking at her uniform’s snug 
breeches. “You need to help me get back on Storian duty tonight.” 

“That’s my Filip. Boys spreading rumors you spared Tedros from 
punishment last night, and I knew it couldn’t be true. Tedros wagered all of 
us on this Trial, including you. Least we can do is teach Prince Handsome a 
lesson—” 

“No. This is about my ranks, not anyone else’s. Leave him alone.” 

Hort stopped dead in the hall. “You did spare him last night!” 

Sophie turned to Hort, her sharp-jawed, princely face ice-cold. “Don’t 
think it’s any of your business, frankly.” 

Hort gaped at Filip as if he’d been stabbed. Then he swallowed and 
forced a smile. “B-b-but—but we’re still best friends though, right, Filip?” 

Sophie simpered. “Of course,” she said, not looking at him as she walked 
ahead. 

“Good man,” Hort gushed, skipping to catch up. “Just making sure you 
know who your real friend is.” 

Sophie nodded distractedly, trying to focus on Agatha, Agatha, Agatha, 
even though all she could think of was a prince. 


“For our last lesson before the Trial, I thought perhaps I should give you a 
window into my own history,” said Evelyn Sader, her voice resounding 
through Good Hall. 

Agatha and Hester stopped whispering and looked up at the stage, 
surprised. The last person they expected to shed light on the Dean’s past 


was the Dean herself. 

“The Storian never chose to write my story, an omission it wıll no doubt 
correct in time. For it is my own survival over a savage boy that brought me 
back to lead all of you,” Evelyn went on, lording over her audience of girls. 
“Now, for the first time, history will reflect the truth.” 

She ran her fingers over her textbook open on the lectern, and her sultry, 
disembodied voice echoed over the hall: 

“ Chapter 28: Notable Female Seers.’” 

A three-dimensional, ghostly vision of the old School for Good and Evil 
faded in over the book page, hovering in mist. 

“Guess we should have kept reading,” Hester murmured to Agatha. 

The Dean smiled down at her students. “Welcome to my fairy tale.” 

She blew on the phantom scene, and it burst into shimmering shards, 
sweeping over the girls with a crackling swish. Agatha covered her eyes 
from the glare and again felt herself falling through air, before her feet 
gently hit the floor. She opened her eyes to find herself in Good Hall again, 
the three witches and all the other girls of her school gone. Now the air in 
the cathedral hall was gauzy and thick, like a hazy film over the scene; the 
walls were less briny and calcified, and the pews were packed with girls in 
pink pinafore dresses and boys in blue Everboy uniforms. 

Agatha slowly looked up to see Evelyn at the wooden lectern, ten years 
younger, bright faced and warm. Only instead of the twitching, fluttering 
butterflies on her dress being blue, now they were scarlet red. 

“Once upon a time, I taught here in the School for Good, while my 
brother, August, taught in the School for Evil,” her present voice narrated 
over the scene. 

Agatha furrowed, incredulous. Professor Sader had claimed exactly the 
opposite in his book—that Evelyn had taught in Evil, and only because he’d 
asked the School Master to let her. 

“But my brother had long been envious of my powers,” the Dean’s voice 
decreed, “and plotted to take my school for himself.” 

Agatha frowned deeper. This is lies, she thought. And yet, as she looked 
at handsome, attentive princes-to-be and smiling, fair maidens absorbed in 
the lesson, the moment felt so ... true. 

“Soon enough, my brother spawned his attack ...” 


The hall windows shattered and a hazel-green fog swept in, blasting 
students out of the pews. Terrified Evers fled for the doors as the fog 
lassoed Evelyn and evicted her through the window, her red butterflies 
flurrying after her— 

“And I vowed to return upon his death,” Evelyn declared, “promising 
that one day girls would be safe from men’s lies and brutality ...” 

Agatha’s jaw tightened as screaming Good students crashed out of the 
hall, the scene feeling more and more visceral. She thought of the way 
Dovey and Lesso had each branded August Sader as delusional and 
dangerous during her first year at school ... Had he made those changes in 
the tortoise’s textbook to cover his own history? Had he been the one lying 
all along? 

As green plumes filled the conjured hall, phantom Evers fleeing past her, 
Agatha closed her eyes, head battering, blinded to what was real and what 
wasn’t anymore— 

Until something very real prickled the tip of her nose. 

Agatha opened her eyes to see a single white swan feather floating past 
her through the smoke and stampeding Evers, towards the far muraled wall 
of Good Hall. 

Agatha followed the white feather towards the mosaic painting of the 
silver-masked School Master, the Storian hovering over his outstretched 
hand. The swan feather drifted into the wall and pinned against the painted 
Storian, like a quill pen waiting to be used. Agatha reached up instinctively, 
her fingers grazing the feather ... The tile beneath the feather receded 
sharply into the wall and vanished. All at once the tiles in the column 
beneath vanished too, revealing a vacant strip in the wall, just large enough 
for her to slip through. Heart thumping, she squeezed her way into the hole 


. only to find a dimly lit chamber with a smaller white-marble door 
waiting for her. Agatha opened the door to see a dimmer passage and a 
smaller white door, then more dimmer passages and smaller doors, dimmer, 
smaller, smaller, dimmer ... until at last she crawled on her knees through a 
tiny porthole into pitch-blackness. 

Agatha staggered up in cold, infinite dark, clasping her goose-pimpling 
arms. She focused on her rising fear and felt her fingertip heat up, flickering 
to light. 


“Where am I?” she gasped. 

“In the part of her memory Evelyn wants no one to see,” replied a voice 
she knew. 

Slowly Agatha held up her fingerglow like a spotlight. 

Professor August Sader smiled back at her. 


With her last chance to find the Storian at stake, Sophie knew she’d have to 
win most ofthe day’s five challenges. 

She felt palpable relief after she won the first two, with Hort magically 
brittling her opponent’s blade in Weapons’ axe-chopping contest, then 
distracting people away from Sophie’s hiding spot in Survival’s massive 
game of hide-and-seek. But even with Hort’s help, she’d barely beaten 
Tedros, who back at full strength managed the second rank in both. 

As Sophie entered Professor Manley’s charred classroom, focused on the 
next challenge, she felt the prince hang his arm over her broad shoulders. 

“Cheating again, I see, Filip.” 

“Perhaps if J find the Storian, it’ll stop your stupid Trial,” Sophie shot 
back. 

“You sure did a good job of finding the Storian last night,” Tedros puffed. 

“Kept you alive, didn’t I?” Sophie retorted— 

“Tedros, Filip, stop your flirting,’ Manley growled, entering behind 
them. 

All the boys looked at Tedros and Filip, who stiffened awkwardly and 
separated. 

Flustered, Sophie placed behind Tedros in the next two challenges, 
distracted by thoughts as to whether the prince was, in fact, flirting with her 

Of course he wasnt flirting with me, she harangued herself. I’m a boy, 
you idiot. A boy! 

“He’s taking your top ranks, Filip,” Hort grouched as they headed to last 
class. “Whoever wins last Tryout wins the day. You might lose your team 
leader spot, Filip! We have to sabotage him—” 

“I said no,” Sophie lashed so sharply Hort jumped. 

With the Blue Forest off-limits until the Trial the next night, the 80 boys 
in Forest Fitness converged inside Evil Hall and found Albemarle perched 
atop a rotting chandelier. 


“A simple race around the castle,” the woodpecker directed, peering 
down at them over his spectacles. 

Sophie watched a fluorescent yellow line magically shoot across the 
brick floor, between her legs, out the hall, and down the stairs. 

“First one to follow the yellow brick road all the way back to this hall 
wins first rank.” Albemarle rustled a small ledger from under his wing and 
squinted hard at it. “Based on the tally, Filip has a slim lead over Aric and 
Chaddick for the team leader spot and the right to choose the tenth member 
of the Trial team. But it’s still anyone’s race.” 

Sophie eyed Aric, Chaddick, and the fleet of snarling boys, all crouched 
to a runner’s lunge. 

“Ready ...,” Albemarle chirped. “Set ...” 

Sophie felt Hort’s grip on her bicep and his wet breath in her ear. “Run, 
Filip. Run for your life—” 

“Go!” 

Seventy-nine boys thundered like bulls towards the door— 

Sophie, however, remained in place, buffing her ragged nails until she 
heard the deafening crash. Nonchalant, she crawled over the mass of 
moaning bodies at the door, wondering how boys had ever survived this 
long in nature if they didn’t even have the common sense to take turns 
going down stairs. By the time the first boys recovered, Sophie had already 
returned to the finish line, barely breaking a sweat. 

“Seems Filip really wants Storian duty, doesn’t he?” smirked Castor, 
tramping in behind the last groaning boy. 

Sophie sighed with relief, blowing up her floppy hair. Somehow she’d 
find that pen tonight. She’d unearth each and every brick if she had to— 

“And yet Filip didn’t show up for his duties last night,” the dog sneered 
rabidly at her. “If you think something else matters more than finding the 
pen that keeps our world alive, Filip, by all means, hop to it.” 

Sophie straightened. “No—I just—” 

“Vex, you were closest to the door. You’// take Storian duty instead,” 
Castor snapped. 

“No, no, no!” Sophie cried, aghast. “TI do it!” 

“See, Filip will do it,” Vex piped, clearly unenthusiastic about a sleepless 
night of searching— 


“Not if Filip’s Trial team leader, he won't,” Castor grouched, peering at 
Albemarle’s ledger. “Even more reason Filip needs his rest tonight, if we 
don’t want this lot to be slaves.” He glowered menacingly at his new, elf- 
faced team leader. “Try to leave your bed tonight, and I’ll chain you to it.” 

Sophie stifled a scream, heart imploding. The Storian! She’d just lost her 
chance at the Storian! 

She spun away from the dog, hyperventilating. How can we go home? 

Adrenaline blasted through her boy muscles. She had to call Agatha. 
Light a red lantern in her window and Agatha would know to get here now. 
Sophie wheezed for breath, sweat pouring down her ribs. Dont panic! 
Agatha would find a way. Agatha always saved her. They’d flee this castle 
together and hide in the Woods until it was safe to return—safe to find the 
Storian and get home— 

“One more thing, Filip,” said Castor. “As official Trial team leader, you 
earned the right to choose a friend to join you in fighting Sophie’s team ...” 

Sophie couldn’t hear the dog anymore ... just her pummeling heart, 
pleading for Agatha ... 

“All those boys who think they’ve been a good enough friend to Filip to 
deserve a spot in the Trial, step forward now,” growled Castor. 

Everboys, Neverboys, and foreign princes burbled and buzzed to each 
other, but only one boy stepped out from the mass. 

Sophie ricocheted to attention, seeing Hort’s stupid grin. 

Of course. This was the deal the weasel wanted. 

Sophie inhaled, trying to slow her heartbeat. Let the cretin in, for all she 
cared. She’d never go into that Trial. One red lantern and Agatha would be 
here to get them home. She started to nod at Hort, desperate to get out of 
this hall and light the alarm— 

Until another boy stepped forward. 

“Pd like to be considered too,” said Tedros. 


“Professor Sader?” Agatha rasped, finger glowing brighter as she stepped 
towards him in the pitch-black void. 

Wearing his usual shamrock suit, her silver-maned, hazel-eyed history 
teacher gazed back at her as if he was still alive. “We only have a few 
minutes, Agatha, and I have much to show you.” 

“But how—how are you here— Agatha breathed— 


“Evelyn made the mistake of letting you into her tampered memories,” 
said Professor Sader, seemingly floating in the darkness. “As soon as you 
doubted their truth, you opened the door to what lay behind them.” 

“So what I saw in the tortoise’s book was right?” 

“No history is the complete truth, Agatha. And after your time at this 
school, you should know far better than to trust what you find in any book. 
Even mine.” 

“But why did you make the School Master bring your sister to teach here 
ten years ago? And why did he banish her—” 

“We don’t have time for questions, Agatha,” her teacher said sternly. 
“What you are about to see are Evelyn’s own memories, untampered, 
undiluted, and buried so deep that she will surely know when they are 
accessed. But we must take that risk. For this is your only way to 
understand why she is in your fairy tale. And the only way to understand 
the truth about the enemy you face.” 

Agatha couldn’t get words out, tears burning her eyes. She didn’t want to 
see anything. She just wanted to stay here in darkness with him, where she 
felt so safe— 

“I must leave you now, Agatha,” said her teacher gently. “But know I am 
watching you, every step of your story. And there is a long way left before 
you find its end.” 

“No, please—” Agatha choked. “Don’t leave!” 

Professor Sader flashed to light in a silent blast, and Agatha shielded her 
face ... before feeling herself tumbling through blinding white space until 
her feet touched ground. 

Agatha opened her eyes to find herself facing a shelf crammed with 
books, the air clearer than in Evelyn’s corrupted stories, the hues richer and 
more vibrant, as if the haze had finally been lifted from the truth. She 
peered at the colorful spines on the shelf—Hansel and Gretel, The Princess 
and the Pea, The Juniper Tree—and knew instantly where she was. 

Agatha whirled to see the School Master hunched over the Storian as it 
magically painted the last page in a storybook atop the white stone table. 
Agatha watched the School Master frown deeper and deeper as the 
enchanted pen finished its ending, his billowing blue robes draped over his 
body, his gleaming silver mask covering all of his face except his shiny blue 
eyes, full lips, and thick, ghostly white hair. The sight of him so present, so 


alive, made the hair stand up on the back of Agatha’s neck, but she knew he 
couldn’t see her. 

The School Master leered harder as the pen finished its last stroke, 
completing its vision of a giant gruesomely stabbed by a prince, clutching 
his fair princess— 

“The End,” he growled, and magically dashed the book against the wall. 

With a puff of smoke, the Storian conjured a fresh storybook from its nib, 
flipped the green wooden cover to the blank first page, and the School 
Master watched it begin a new tale. 

“Once upon a time, there was a girl named Thumbelina ...’ 

Shadows of butterflies fell over the page, and he turned to see a red- 
winged swarm float through the window and magically congeal into Evelyn 
Sader, still ten years younger. Only unlike the kind-looking, bright-faced 
Evelyn in her false history, this Evelyn had the same mischief and 
malevolence in her eyes that Agatha recognized. 

“You are forbidden here, Evelyn,” the School Master hissed. He stabbed 
his finger, erasing the patch of floor beneath her in slashing white streaks— 

“My brother is lying to you,” Evelyn said calmly. 

The School Master froze his spell, leaving Evelyn on a small stone patch 
of floor, surrounded by white oblivion. 

“I know you're Evil, Master. Evil as your brother was Good,” Evelyn 
said, unyielding under his glare. “And I come to tell you that you’ve chosen 
the wrong Professor Sader with whom to invest your future.” 

The School Master slowly lowered his finger, and the floor filled in 
around Evelyn, putting her back on solid ground. 

“I know what it is you seek, Master,” Evelyn continued, slinking towards 
him. “A heart that will reverse the curse on Evil ... that will commit any sin 
in the name of your love ... a heart that is worthy of Never After ...” 

She put her hand on his chest, her green eyes burning into his. 

“And that heart is mine.” 

The School Master stared at her, frozen still ... before his lips curled and 
he turned away. “Be gone, Evelyn. Before you make an even greater fool of 
yourself.” 

“August tells you the one you seek is from Woods Beyond. That is why 
you pollute our school with these vile Readers.” 

The School Master tightened, his back to her. 
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“It is a death trap, Master,” said Evelyn. “I know my brother’s heart. He 
leads you not to your true love—but to the one who will slay you.” 

The School Master spun to her. “You are only jealous of your brother’s 
powers, like a third-rate henchman. You have no power to see the future—” 

“I have the power to hear the present, and that is far stronger,” Evelyn 
said, undaunted. “I can hear words, wishes, secrets—even yours, Master. I 
know what it is people seek, what they desire, what they would give their 
lives for. I can change the course of anyone’s story and end it the way I 
wish.” 

“The laws of our world forbid interfering in the tales of the Storian 
without incurring our own destruction,” the School Master said, grimacing 
at the pen. “It is a lesson I have no intention of learning twice.” 

“Because you still believe in the power of the pen. You try to end Evil’s 
slaughter without taking action yourself. You try to control a pen that seeks 
only to punish you for killing your brother.” Evelyn’s face lost its hard 
edges. “But I know your heart, Master, and surely you know mine. For only 
you and I know what Evil is truly capable of—Evil far greater than any 
story has ever seen. Kiss me, and you’ll have love on your side, love as 
hateful as Good’s is true. A Never After so enduring, so poisonous that 
Good has no weapon to defeat us. Kiss me, and we shall destroy Good, one 
story at atime ... until the pen has no power left at all.” 

The School Master lifted his shining blue eyes to her. “And you believe 
without doubt that you’re my true love?” he said, slowly leaning in ... 
“That you "re the one my soul seeks?” 

Evelyn blushed in his grip, ready for his kiss. 

“With every shred of my dark heart.” 

The School Master’s lips stopped an inch from hers. He smiled wickedly. 
“Then prove it.” 

Agatha’s heart chilled as the scene evaporated around her, replaced by 
the open, grassy field of the Clearing at lunchtime. But instead of its usual 
quiet decorum, with Evers sitting together on one side and Nevers on the 
other, now the Nevers gaped in astonishment as Evers assaulted each other 
in civil war—Everboys punching and beating one another with sticks, 
Evergirls in hair-pulling, nail-clawing catfights, teachers, wolves, fairies 
trying uselessly to pull them apart—as bloodred butterflies swarmed over 


the scene. Agatha saw a younger-looking Professor Dovey sprint past her, 
accosting Lady Lesso, who’d just come from Evil’s Tunnel of Trees. 

“It's Evelyn,” Professor Dovey panted. “Her butterflies are 
eavesdropping on my students’ conversations and whispering them back in 
the halls! Every minor grievance, insult, jealousy aired solely to incite 
chaos!” 

“One of the lessons I teach Nevers is that they should insult each other to 
their faces. Avoids such dramatics,” Lady Lesso purred. 

“You are Evil’s Dean! It is your responsibility to control her—” 

“And Ever discipline is your responsibility, Clarissa,” Lady Lesso 
yawned. “Perhaps you should speak to her brother. He’s the one responsible 
for her placement here.” 

“August refuses to speak to her or answer my questions. Please, Lady 
Lesso!” begged Professor Dovey. “A teacher cannot interfere in students’ 
stories! It’s only a matter of time before Evelyn meddles with your students 
too!” 

Lady Lesso frowned at her Good colleague, deliberating ... 

The scene melted away, and Agatha found herself in Lady Lesso’s old 
frozen classroom, with Evelyn Sader standing before Evil’s Dean at her ice- 
carved desk. 

“I will not ask you again,” said Lady Lesso glacially. “You will cease 
spying on students, Good or Evil, or be removed from this school.” 

Evelyn smirked through gap teeth. “And you expect me to take orders 
from you? A Dean who sneaks into the Woods to see the son she hides?” 

Lady Lesso blanched, violet eyes wide. “What did you say?” 

“Misses you, does he?” said Evelyn, skulking towards her. “Perhaps he’ Il 
grow up to be as weak as his mother.” 

Lady Lesso looked stunned for a moment before recovering her icy snarl. 
“T have no son.” 

“That’s what you told the School Master, didn’t you?” Evelyn returned, 
prowling closer. “You know there’s a curse on Evil in the Woods. You’d do 
anything to keep yourself safe here at school. But no teacher of Evil is 
allowed to retain attachments outside these gates—and certainly not its 
Dean. So you too vowed that you gave up your child and dedicated your 
soul to the pursuit of cold-blooded Evil.” Evelyn loomed over Lady Lesso, 
gilded nails digging into her frozen desk. “But every night you still sneak to 


that cave where you keep him. Every night you pretend he’ll always have a 
loving mother, instead of telling him the truth. But mark my words, Lady 
Lesso ... one day your son will hate you even more because of it. Because 
soon you’ll have to pick between yourself and him. And we both know who 
you’ll choose.” 

“Get out!” Lady Lesso leapt up, spitting. “GET OUT!” 

But Evelyn was already sashaying away, butterflies following her in a 
slash of red. 

Lady Lesso sat alone in the cold, empty classroom. Her cheeks reddened 
as she began to shake uncontrollably, welling tears. She heard voices and 
quickly wiped them away before the next class of Nevers surged in ... 

Agatha could barely breathe as the scene dissolved, returning her to the 
School Master’s tower. This time, the School Master was alone with August 
Sader. 

“Lady Lesso and Professor Dovey insist your sister be evicted 
immediately,” said the School Master. “And given my Deans’ usual 
inability to agree on anything at any time, I believe I must fulfill their 
wishes.” He peered out the window at his schools. “Ill need you to take 
over Evelyn’s classes in Evil as soon as she is gone.” 

“As you wish, Master,” Professor Sader replied behind him. 

The School Master turned. “And you offer no defense of your own sister? 
You are the one who insisted she teach here.” 

“Perhaps she’s just here before her time,” Professor Sader said with a 
mysterious smile. “Now if you’ll please excuse me, I have a class to teach.” 

Eyeing him carefully, the School Master raised his finger. Professor 
Sader started to disappear in streaks of white—only to suddenly fill back in. 

“One last thing, August,” said the School Master, recalling him. “The one 
I seek ... you swear on your own life she is not one of our world?” 

Professor Sader didn’t blink. “I swear on my life.” 

The School Master smiled and turned away. “By the way. Do let Lady 
Lesso know that her privileges to travel beyond the school gates have been 
revoked.” 

Professor Sader erased from his tower behind him ın a brilliant flash of 
white. 

Agatha covered her eyes until the white light dimmed and peeked 
through her fingers to see Evelyn back in front of the School Master. 


Evelyn looked past him to see hundreds of students gathered in the 
windows of Good and Evil, along with the teachers of both schools, like an 
audience in wait of an execution. 

“And you choose my brother over me?” she said, sneering at the 
spectating masses. “You choose a man who will destroy you over a woman 
who will save you?” 

“Your brother does not lie,” said the School Master quietly. 

Evelyn twirled to him. “He would sacrifice more than truth to see you 
dead. He would sacrifice his life.” 

The School Master gazed at the Storian thoughtfully. “My brother put a 
piece of his soul into the students’ crests, ensuring that they are protected 
from me,” he said at last. “I too prefer not to take chances without 
insurance.” 

He turned back to Evelyn. “But I’m afraid your time at this school has 
come to an end for now.” 

Evelyn grabbed him by the shoulders. “And what if you’re wrong? What 
if I am your true love?” she pleaded frantically. “What if you die for your 
mistake?” 

The School Master looked down at her hands clawing him. “Such 
devotion ...” He grinned into her forest-green eyes. “Surely I can’t deny 
you all hope.” 

Slowly he reached towards his chest and drew out a ghostly wisp of 
bright-blue smoke, like a glowing sliver of his heart. Clasping it in his fist, 
he placed it against Evelyn’s heart and watched it sucked inside. Evelyn 
looked down in shock as all the red butterflies on her dress magically turned 
blue. 

“My insurance, Evelyn.” The School Master caressed her cheek, amused. 
“For if I am wrong, then one day you may return to this school.” He pulled 
away sharply. “And bring your true love back with you.” 

Evelyn gasped— 

The School Master blasted her out of the tower in a comet of blue light, 
which raged high over the Woods and ebbed into the horizon. 

Agatha stared into the School Master’s lethal blue eyes as the scene 
suddenly evaporated in a cloud of smoke— 

Agatha coughed, waving her hands from the noxious fog as screaming 
Evers fled past her. She was back in the phantom, hazy Good Hall ... back 


in Evelyn’s tampered history ... 

Which could only mean one thing. 

Agatha spun to see Evelyn Sader storming towards her across Good Hall, 
her face flushed with wrath. Only this Evelyn was ten years older. This 
Evelyn’s butterflies were blue instead of red. This Evelyn wasn’t a phantom 
at all, charging lethally towards the girl who’d just invaded her memories 


“That's why you're in our fairy tale—you’re using us somehow—” 
Agatha cried, retreating. “You’re—you’re bringing him b-b-back—” 

Evelyn shot her with a flash of blue light as the hall melted back to the 
present, the witches running towards Agatha as she collapsed to the floor, 
too late to save her. 


Agatha. 

Agatha. 

Agatha. 

Sophie gaped at Tedros and Hort, both asking to be her teammate in the 
Trial against herself. 

I need Agatha now, Sophie thought, trembling. She couldn’t get 
anywhere near that Trial. 

Castor kicked Hort forward with his paw. “Each of you has one chance to 
tell Filip why you deserve to be his choice.” 

Hort glared at Tedros so horribly he looked like he might burst into 
flames. “I should fight with Filip because I’m not a fair-weather friend who 
was only nice to him when I didn’t get whipped.” He pouted at Sophie, pale 
lips quivering. “Plus I’m Filip’s best friend. He said it himself.” 

Sophie stared at Hort, who’d lost all his fury and now just looked like a 
pitiful rat. 

“Well, maybe I’m not Filip’s best friend,” a new voice said behind him. 
“But Pl keep him alive.” 

Sophie slowly looked up. 

“What I had with Agatha was the deepest love I’d ever had,” said Tedros, 
their eyes locking. “But Filip showed me something even deeper, like the 
bond of a brother I’ve always wanted. He isn’t like us princes—rash and 
uptight and with our heads up our bums. He’s honest and sensitive and 
thinks a lot and has real feelings. Boys never have real feelings ... at least 


not ones that they don’t toss off or hide. But he’s a boy in the way a real 
boy’s supposed to be, built of honor, valor, and heart. And maybe for the 
first time, he’s made me understand why only death will separate Agatha 
from Sophie.” Tedros gazed at Filip’s stunned, elfish face. “Because I’ve 
never felt as loyal to someone, boy or girl, as I feel about him.” 

No one in Evil Hall made a sound. 

Sophie teared up, staring at her once-prince. All her life, she’d just 
wanted a boy to want her. How could she ever know it’d be as a boy 
herself? 

“Tedros or Hort, Filip?” Castor said, stepping between the boys. 

Sophie tore eyes from Tedros. What was she doing! She had to call 
Agatha right now! 

“TEDROS OR HORT?” Castor roared, scowling at her. 

Sophie steadied her breaths, squelching Tedros’ echoing words. Agatha 
would be on the way soon. 

It doesn t matter what I say. It won t happen. The Trial won t happen. 

But if it did ... if somehow it did ... the prince whose mission it was to 
kill her was now asking to be /et in! 

Hort. 

HORT. 

SAY HORT! 

The name came smoothly, soundly off her tongue, and she heaved relief, 
raring to light a lantern and call her best friend— 

But as she looked up at Hort, the weasel’s smile disappeared, replaced 
with a look of such horror and betrayal that Sophie knew it wasn’t Hort 
she’d named at all. 

Slowly Sophie turned. 

Tedros smiled back at his best friend, glowing with gratitude and 
affection—glowing with the promise to protect Sophie the Boy from Sophie 
the Girl. 

Only it wasn’t Tedros’ glow that stopped Sophie’s heart. 

It was the glow over his shoulder ... 

... seeping through the window of the boys’ hall ... 

... blaring far across the bay from the girls’ tower ... 

... the glow of a red lantern, blazing with alarm ... 

And that’s when Sophie knew she’d made a terrible, terrible mistake. 
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Last One In 


““Feels like home.” 

Ripples of water strummed beneath the boy’s words, like harp strings to a 
song. 

Agatha opened her eyes to sun spilling across the surface of a familiar 
lake, the water shivering and spangling in a warm breeze. For a brief 
moment it stilled, reflecting her dumpy black dress and ghostly pale face, 
next to a golden-haired boy in a blue Evers’ coat. 





“H-h-how did we get here?” Agatha breathed, looking up at him. 
“There’s my princess,” Tedros said, gazing out at the water. “Old Agatha 
would have flushed like a tomato, asking ‘Where’s Sophie?”” 


Agatha flushed like a tomato. “Where is she! Is she safe?” she blurted, 
swiveling to a blinding glare of gold light, erasing everything around the 
lake. “Is she here—” 

“Been meaning to ask you,” Tedros said, flicking a blade of grass into the 
water. “From the moment we met, you despised me ... called me a 
murderer, a puffed-up windbag, a donkey’s behind, and who knows what 
else ...” He flicked another blade, not looking at her. “What made you 
change your mind?” 

“I don’t understand—where are we—” said Agatha anxiously, scanning 
the fiery gold walls of light hemming them in, like the black walls of wind 
that had once hidden her prince’s phantom. “What happened to our story—” 

“That’s what we’re both trying to figure out, isn’t it? It’s why I need the 
answer, Agatha,” Tedros said, still looking ahead. “I need to know what you 
saw in me.” 

The red seeped out of Agatha’s cheeks. Once upon a time, she’d been 
here on this same shore, flicking matches instead of grass, asking Sophie 
what her friend saw in her. 

“It was one moment,” Agatha said softly. “That's all.” 

Her prince finally met her eyes. 

“It was the way you looked at Sophie after she abandoned you in last 
year’s Trial,” she said. “The heartbreak in your face. As if all you’d ever 
wanted was for someone to protect you the way you protect them.” 

Tedros growled and turned away. “You make me sound like a girl.” 

Agatha smiled to herself. “It’s what made me see a boy.” 

The prince’s shoulders tensed. 

“A boy as vulnerable as he is strong,” Agatha said, watching him. 

“And yet you think I’m weak enough to hurt you,” he said quietly. “You, 
the only person who ever saw who I truly am.” 

Tedros turned with a piercing, pleading stare. 

“Feels like there’s a piece still missing, don’t you think?” 

The wall of gold behind him cracked open, swallowing him with light 
before Agatha could reach for him. The grass suddenly colored navy blue 
around her, the trees turned periwinkle, the lake scorched to fire, waves 
rising out of flame— 

Agatha shot her eyes open in the dark, head hammering. Silver stars 
blinked back at her in a dead-clear sky. She jolted up, swaddled in puppy- 


patterned blankets, to the warmth of a small crackling fire beside her, two 
girls’ shadowy faces gaping at her in the barren, deserted Clearing. 

“You’re awake,” Kiko peeped. “She’s awake!” 

Reena choked on a chocolate lollipop. “I-I-Pll go get the Dean,” she 
stammered, big backside wobbling into the dark. 

Agatha felt words garbling and shriveling away in her dry mouth. Her 
limbs were ice-cold, her temples throbbing as her mind sloshed around 
panicked images ... Tedros’ beseeching, beautiful face by a lake ... 
Sophie’s petrified face as a boy ... Evelyn’s face charging towards her ... 

“The School Master—have to tell Dovey—” Agatha rasped frantically, 
her last moments awake blurring back. “She’s bringing him to life—” 

“Oh dear. Dean told us you’d be a bit batty when you woke,” Kiko 
fussed, palm to Agatha’s forehead. “Mmm, terrible fever, like you’ve baked 
near a fire.” 

“There’s a fire right there,” Agatha croaked— 

“Dean said you had a reaction to the phantom smoke,” Kiko 
motormouthed obliviously. “’Cause you’re a Reader, sensitive immunity 
and all that. Hester, Anadil, and Dot kept raving the Dean did something to 
you, but everyone thinks they inhaled too much smoke too. Last I saw, 
Hester was waving some red lantern out a window like a loon. Only thing 
worse than a tattooed witch is a deranged tattooed witch. Still, to be out 
cold for a whole day is pathetic, Agatha, immunity or not. You missed 
everything: the team announcement, the big feast, the play—though it 
ended early because Mona’s headdress tried to eat her. I say Hester cursed 
it, if you ask m—” 

Agatha seized her collar. “Listen, you nutbrained canary!” she barked, 
still ragged and slow. “The Dean’s dangerous! I have to tell Dovey and 
Lesso before the Trial—” 

“Agatha.” Kiko’s voice was hard and firm. “The Trial started two hours 
ago.” 

“What?” Agatha let go of her in shock. “But that’s—that’s—” Dread 
clamped her voice. 

Slowly she looked down and pulled away the puppied blankets, revealing 
her body clad in a sapphire-blue Trial tunic, made of thin armored mesh and 
a matching hooded wool cloak over it lined with silver brocade. Tucked 


into the cloak’s front pocket, crested with a blue butterfly, was a white silk 
handkerchief, glinting at the seams with enchantment. 

Agatha spun to the Blue Forest gates towering over her, magically aglow 
with flames, sealing those inside, while a fuzzy, enchanted gray haze veiled 
the trees through the gates, preventing a view into the Forest. Agatha craned 
up to the giant wooden board over the west gate, glowing fireflies spelling 
out each word: 


TRIAL BY TALE: GIRLS 
SOPHIE 
HESTER 
DoT 
BEATRIX 
ANADIL 
MONA 
ARACHNE 
MILLICENT 
YARA 


“That’s who’s in the Forest now,” said Kiko. “They’re sending pairs in 
every ten minutes: one girl, one boy. Nine pairs in, with one left to go. No 
one’s dropped their flags, so no surrenders yet—” 

But Agatha was still gaping at the board. “Sophie? Sophie’s ... inside?” 

“Went in with the first pair, the Dean said. Thing is, no one saw her go in. 
But the fireflies lit her name up, which means she has to be in the Forest! 
Thank God, ’cause we can’t win without you two. Dean never doubted 
you’d wake up—” 

“But how can Sophie be in the Trial!” Agatha sputtered, staggering back 
towards the gates. “When did she come back? Why didn’t she help me? I 
need to see Dovey or Lesso or—” 

A cheer exploded above her. 

“AG-A-THA! AG-A-THA! AG-A-THA!” 

Agatha gawked up at the blue castle balconies, teeming with students 
who now had a direct view of her through the Clearing’s bare trees. They 
hollered her name as they rang noisemakers and rained confetti, waving 
colorful signs: Go GIRLS! Boys = SLAVES! S&A SAVE THE Day! 


Agatha squinted at the highest Charity balcony, where all the teachers 
were cramped together, faces barely visible. But she could see Professor 
Dovey’s and Lady Lesso’s stiff silhouettes, their terrified gapes—and 
Pollux guarding the door behind them, head on a massive bear’s body. 

“See, Bilious, I told you she’d be ready,” a voice chimed. 

Agatha whirled to the Dean sweeping around the west gate corner with 
pockmarked, pear-headed Professor Manley, accompanied by two floating, 
green-haired nymphs. Professor Manley growled at Kiko, who fled like a 
lamb, before snarling even more menacingly at the sight of Agatha. 

“Lucky you,” he sneered. “Just in time.” 

“Lucky indeed,” the Dean said, with a smirk that told Agatha it wasn’t 
luck at all. 

Manley tramped towards the east gate. “Evelyn, any more funny business 
and itll be open season on all of you,” he spat back. “Sending in our last 
boy in two minutes whether the Reader’s ready or not.” 

As soon as he vanished, Agatha spun to the Dean, scarlet red. “How’d 
you get Sophie into the Trial, you witch! Did you trap her when she came 
back for me? Did you stun her too?” 

The Dean slunk towards her, lips curling into a grin. “You see, Agatha, in 
your version of the story, I’m the villain. In your version, / caused Sophie’s 
symptoms ... / put Sophie in the Trial ... / can bring back a ghost ...,” she 
cooed. “But haven’t you learned by now?” She took Agatha’s cheeks into 
her sharp, gilded nails. “Your version of the story is usually wrong.” 

Agatha bared teeth in her face. “Really? Pray tell, if it’s not you doing all 
these things, who is?” 

The Dean smiled darkly. “What’s that my brother used to say? 
Sometimes the answer is too close to see. Sometimes the answer”—she 
pressed her cold lips to Agatha’s ear—“‘is right under your nose.” 

“You’re nothing but a pack of lies,” Agatha seethed, shoving her away, 
but the Dean just grinned wider, as if savoring a secret. 

“Take her to the gates,” she declared. 

Nymphs grabbed each of Agatha’s arms, and together they pulled her off 
the ground, floating her towards the Forest’s west gate— 

“No! Sophie’s coming out alive, you hear me!” Agatha yelled back. 
“We’re coming out alive!” 








But the Dean’s Cheshire cat smile receded as the nymphs flew Agatha 
around the corner, past the gate’s flaming, crisscrossed bars, the girls’ 
cheers amplifying above. 

The nymphs dragged her towards a swarm of butterflies, hovering 
deliberately over a portion of the west gate beneath the girls’ scoreboard. 
Writhing uselessly in the nymphs’ grip, Agatha peered up at the boys’ red 
castle, towering over the Forest from the east. She could see boys cramming 
the balconies in their red-and-black leather uniforms, waving signs and 
bellowing faraway chants that faded into the girls’. The boys’ scoreboard 
angled towards their school over the east gate, lit up with fireflies. That's 
where the boys must be going in, she thought— 

Suddenly the moment hit her dead-on. This was it. It was really 
happening. 

She was going into the Trial against her own prince. Outlast him and all 
the other bloodthirsty boys and princes, and she and Sophie might escape 
alive. Lose, and she and her best friend would be executed together. 

There is no missing piece, she gritted, cursing her weak, prince-filled 
dreams. 

It was she and Sophie against Tedros in a Trial to the death. 

But when did Sophie come back? Had she found the Storian? Agatha 
thought frantically, looking at her friend’s name on the scoreboard. Did she 
fight going into the Trial? 

And yet ... none of the girls had seen Sophie go in, Kiko said. Agatha 
frowned, confused. Had the Dean not forced her friend in, after all? 

“What happened to Sophie?” she appealed to the nymphs as they flew 
her closer to the butterflies under the girl’s scoreboard. “Did you see her—” 

Her voice dropped off. Because now she could read the names on the 
boys’ scoreboard across the Forest. 


TEDROS 

ARIC 

PRINCE OF AVONLEA 

PRINCE OF GINNYMILL 

RAVAN 

NICHOLAS 

PRINCE OF SHAZABAH DESERT 


PRINCE OF FOXWOOD 


Only there was one more name, glowing at the top. 


FILIP. 
Agatha held in a scream. 


FILIP. 
FILIP. 
FILIP. 


Sophie was in the Trial as a boy. 

Sophie was in the Trial fighting with the same boys who wanted to kill 
her. 

Agatha’s horror abated, all questions of how it had happened fading 
away. If Sophie was a boy, she’d be safe from Tedros, wouldn’t she? As 
long as Sophie stays Filip, Tedros cant find her, Agatha thought, heartbeat 
slowing as the nymphs set her down in front of the circling butterflies. And 
if he cant find her, he cant kill her. Perhaps her friend had made an 
ingenious move after all ... 

Agatha’s stomach took a sharp twist. 

Three days. Yuba had said Merlin’s spell would only last three days ... 
until the start of the Trial. 

Sophie would revert back to a girl any second. 

Right in a pack of boys who would kill her on the spot. 

Blood shot through Agatha’s legs, priming her to run. 

She had to find Sophie now. 

From the boys’ and girls’ scoreboards came a detonation of red and blue 
flares into the sky. AGATHA’s name sparked in firefly glow onto the girls’ 
board as their last combatant, VEx”s onto the boys’— 

The blue butterflies zoomed towards the gate, outlining a shape of a door 
against its flaming bars. Through this door, the flames instantly melted to 
water, opening a small rain-curtain into the Forest. Agatha squinted through 
the blurring downpour at a slim dirt path ahead, snaking through 
shimmering blue ferns. 


A year ago, she and Sophie had fought this Trial together and come out 
alive. 

This year, they’d have to find each other. 

All Agatha could hope was that Tedros hadn’t found Sophie first. 

I’m coming, Sophie. 

The nymphs shoved her through the gate and she felt a warm, embracing 
rain. Then Agatha heard the roar of flames behind her and she knew she 
was inside. 
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Death in the Forest 


Every muscle in Sophie’s boy body froze as she watched Agatha’s name 
light up on the girls’ board over the Blue Forest. 

She 5 inside. 

Agatha 5 inside. 

All the fear and self-loathing Sophie had bottled up for the past day, since 
she’d seen her friend’s red lantern blazing, since she’d trapped herself in 
this execrable Trial, rushed out of her like a wind, and she nearly buckled to 
her knees. Whatever she’d done to bring them both here, at least they were 
both alive and in the same place. 





How could I pick Tedros! Sophie abused herself. In that dundering 
moment of absolute stupidity, thinking he might actually like her again, 
she’d forgotten two things. First, Tedros wanted to kill her and her best 
friend. And second ... he thinks /’m a boy. A BOY! 

Sophie looked out at the dense Forest in front of her, lit up for the Trial 
with a snowy white-blue glow, like a psychotic winter wonderland. 


Everything in her wanted to scream out for Agatha, to run and hide with her 

“Hurry up, Filip,” Tedros frowned, glancing back as he waded through 
the tangled Turquoise Thicket, round steel shield and sword Excalibur in 
hand, the sewn t on his black-and-red cloak collar spotted with blood. 
“You’ve almost killed us both already. Try to keep up.” 

Sophie rushed to follow him, sheathed sword banging against her hulking 
thigh, the f initial on her boys’ uniform stained with even more blood. 
Twenty minutes into the Trial, they’d come across a wounded stymph, its 
fleshless body lying in the Blueberry Fields, one of its bony wings smashed. 
Tedros said to leave it be, for stymphs attacked Nevers, not princes—only 
to see it lunge screeching at Filip and swallow his shield whole. Tedros 
leapt to his friend’s defense while Filtp howled and bandied about like an 
idiot, the stymph nearly eating both of them before Tedros finally beheaded 
it. He’d been giving his friend wary looks ever since. 

“Not my fault the bird’s demented,” Sophie insisted for the fourth time, 
trying to sound as princely as she could. 

The last day in the School for Boys had barreled by in a blur of panic. 
Desperate to answer Agatha’s alarm, Sophie waited until nightfall, hoping 
to abscond to the girls’ castle, but Castor slept right outside the Doom 
Room to ensure the boys’ team leader stayed in his cell and got his rest. Not 
that Sophie could rest if she wanted—Tedros spent the entire night drawing 
detailed maps of the Blue Forest, sharpening his father’s sword, which 
Manley had grudgingly returned, and blustering strategy like he once had as 
Good’s army captain. 

“We’ll be our own group, Fil. Let Aric and the princes take on the other 
girls while we go straight for Sophie and Agatha. No doubt they’re fighting 
together, just like me and you,” he said. “We have to slay them on the spot, 
or they’ll kill us first.” 

“Can't we just hide under the Blue Brook bridge until sunrise?” Sophie 
moaned, pillow over her floppy prince hair. 

“That's what I'd expect a girl to say,” Tedros scoffed. 

Now that girl, trapped in a boy’s body, followed her would-be assassin 
through a tangled blue thicket. Tedros peered up at each turquoise oak 
appraisingly before jumping onto the tallest trunk in the batch. 

“What are you doing?” Sophie hissed. 


“Agatha just entered at the west gate,” Tedros said, monkeying up the 
tree. “First thing she’ll do is cross the Fernfield and find Sophie. Come on, 
we’ll have a good view of the ferns up here.” 

Sophie had never climbed a tree before (“Only boys could enjoy such a 
low form of entertainment,” she’d said), but the thought of seeing Agatha 
sent her bounding up the oak even faster than Tedros. She found her footing 
on the highest bough, icy breeze numbing her face, and tried to squint over 
the dense treetop as the prince climbed up next to her. 

“Can’t see anything,” she grouched. 

“Here, take my hand.” 

Sophie stared at Tedros’ open palm. 

“Relax, mate, I won’t let you fall,” he said. 

Sophie put her big hand in his firm grip as he inched forward towards 
thinner foliage, pulling his cell mate behind him. Sophie’s stubbled face 
blushed red-hot, remembering the feeling of Tedros holding her hand, the 
way he had a year ago when they were first in love ... when he asked her to 
the Ball right here in the Forest ... leaning forward in moonlight just like 
this ... lips reaching for hers ... 

“You sweat like a hog, Filip,” Tedros snorted, letting go of her clammy 
palm. 

Sophie jolted from her trance, silently screaming at herself, and grabbed 
on to a branch, off-balance. 

“Can’t see any of the girls,” Tedros said. “Can you?” 

Sophie peered through leaves at a wide view of the north Forest. The 
Fernfield, Pine Shrubs, and Turquoise Thicket were amply lit with the same 
wintry glow, but she couldn’t see any of the girls’ sapphire uniforms—yjust a 
few shadowy boy cloaks prowling through the shrubs. She felt a sharp 
sadness at not seeing Agatha, then relief that Tedros couldn’t either. 

“She and Sophie must be hiding scared,” Tedros said. “We’ll wait here 
until one of them moves—” 

A blast of white fireworks shot up into the sky from the south Forest, 
signaling the first surrender. Tedros and Filip swiveled, almost careening off 
their branch, and saw treetops rustling far away, near the pumpkin patch. 
Screams echoed, boy and girl, along with a monster’s shrieks, as blue 
pumpkins flew over the trees like kicked balls, followed by a flurry of red 
and white fireworks ın one long, frightening detonation. 


Then it went quiet. 

“What happened?” Sophie gasped. 

“One of the teacher’s traps,” said Tedros. “Only it got kids from both 
sides, whatever it was.” 

Sophie whirled to the scoreboards. Please. Not Agatha. 

VEX, RAVAN, MONA, and ARACHNE all went dark. 

Sophie sighed with relief—then tightened. “Didn’t kill any of them, did 
it?” 

Tedros shook his head. “Fireworks are different if you die instead of 
surrender. I asked Manley.” 

Sophie felt a sharp wave of nausea. The idea that Tedros would actually 
kill her had never quite sunk in. But him asking Manley that simple 
question suddenly made it real. 

Footsteps crunched in the thicket below, and the two boys looked down 
to see a pair of princes, one burly, one whippet thin, lurking down the path, 
both armed with battle-axes. 

“Nevers are crap at fighting monsters—too used to having ’em on their 
side,” the burly prince said. “Even with our help, those Neverboys dropped 
their flags like ninnies.” 

“Ah well, more chance at the treasure for us,” said the thinner one, 
gritting his teeth from the cold. “No sign of those Reader girls, though, and 
we’ve combed the whole south Forest.” 

“Probably hiding under the Brook Bridge like cowards. Come on.” 

Sophie watched them leave, heart sinking deeper. 

“Filip?” Tedros said, seeing his friend’s face. 

“Turning princes into assassins? Wagering treasure on two girls’ lives?” 
Sophie turned, pallid and scared. “This isn’t you, Tedros. No matter what 
you think’s happened,” she said, low voice breaking. “You’re not a villain.” 

Slowly the prince’s face weakened, as if finally seeing himself through 
his friend’s eyes. “You don’t know me,” he said quietly. 

Sophie could feel the branch wobbling, then realized it was her own 
trembling legs. “What if this is all a mistake?” she rasped. “What if Sophie 
just wants to go home with her friend?” 

Tedros’ jaw clamped as he looked away, fighting himself. 

“What if she just wants their happy ending back?” Sophie said. 


Tedros’ body slacked deeper, like a shell about to crack ... 

Then his face hardened again like a mask. 

Sophie followed his eyes past her, to the top of a girls’ tower looming 
over the Blue Forest, directly in line with their tree. Tedros squinted at 
Honor’s open-air rooftop, lit up by torches and dissipating fireworks in the 
sky. 

“Come on, let’s go,” Sophie said quickly, knowing what was on the 
Honor roof— 

But Tedros didn’t move, peering at a menagerie of hedges once dedicated 
to the father he revered ... now remade in the image of the mother who’d 
abandoned him. 

“Tedros, whatever it is, it isn’t worth looking at,” Sophie hassled. 

Tedros tore a big blue leaf off the tree and turned it to ice with his gold 
fingerglow. Holding it up to his eye, he magically melted the ice’s edges 
until it curved like a binocular lens, magnifying his view. 

“Tedros, please,” Sophie entreated. 

But he’d already found the last sculpture near the balcony, framed by a 
wall of purple thorns. The vision of his mother drowning her baby prince 
with inexorable hate. A mother who wanted her only son dead. 

“It's not true,” spoke Sophie softly, seeing through his lens. “You know 
it’s not.” 

Tedros said nothing, staring at the scene, shallow breath fogging the air. 

“You want to know why those girls have to die?” he said. “For the same 
reason my father left a price on my mother’s head.” 

He turned to his friend, eyes wet. “Because it’s the only happy ending 
left.” 

The hope drained from Sophie’s face like a dimming light. “Now you 
really sound like a villain,” she breathed. 

The two boys glared at each other, chests touching on the branch, tears in 
both their eyes. 

Tedros shoved by Filip and started climbing down the tree. 

“Go hide if you want,” he said. “But I’m finding those girls.” 

Sophie watched him stiffly, sweat chilling as it dripped down her back. 
Everything in her wanted to run and cower under the bridge until sunrise, to 
save her own life. 

But she couldn’t let him find Agatha. 


Legs shaking, she followed the prince. 


Agatha knew many things about Sophie, from her favorite color (primrose 
pink) to the strawberry birthmark on her ankle to the way she always 
blushed red before she laughed. But most of all, Agatha knew Sophie would 
have one and only one tactic to survive this Trial. 

Hide under the bridge. 

Knowing Tedros would be hunting her from the moment she entered the 
Forest—even spying from a tree, for all she knew—Agatha mogrified into a 
black lynx cat and carried her clothes in her mouth as she slunk through the 
Fernfield. As she reached the Blue Brook, waters babbling quietly beneath 
the gray stone bridge, she reverted back to human and dressed in the blue 
mint bushes before sneaking onto the brook’s shadowy bank. The waters 
were pitch-dark under the bridge, but she couldn’t light her fingerglow for 
fear of attracting boys. 

“Sophie?” Agatha whispered, wading into the frigid knee-high water, fish 
flurrying away from her. For all she knew, Sophie had turned herself into a 
stingray. “Sophie, it’s m-m-me,” she hissed, teeth chattering— 

An ice-cold hand grabbed the back of her neck and pulled her down into 
the water. Gasping to the surface, Agatha opened her mouth to scream for 
help—and saw Hester, Anadil, and Dot looking back at her, faces 
camouflaged with mud, hidden waist high in water beneath a hollowed-out 
part of the bank. Agatha could have collapsed in relief. 

“Told you she’d come here,” Dot humphed to the witches before offering 
Agatha two handfuls of sardines turned to spinach and Swiss chard. Agatha 
tended to think of vegetables as rabbit food, but she was too hungry to care. 
“Where’s Sophie?” she snarfled, mouth full of spinach. 

“Thought she’d be with you,” frowned Anadil, rats peeping out of her 
collar, their furry faces camouflaged too. “Instead we’re all here trying not 
to die while that wench is off fighting on the wrong side.” 

“Not for long. Yuba’s spell will wear off any second,” Agatha said, 
tensing. “We have to find Sophie before she turns back into a girl.” 

Even Hester’s demon looked worried now. 

“There’s more,” said Agatha ominously. 

Keeping her voice low, she recounted everything she’d glimpsed in 
Evelyn’s memory, until the witches were practically hyperventilating. 


“Bringing the School Master back?” Dot shrieked. “How?” 

“Keep your voice down, you imbecile!” Anadil spat. “Look, it doesn’t 
make sense. Even a seer can’t bring a ghost back from the dead for more 
than a few seconds—” 

“Unless she’s found another way,” Hester pondered, eyes lifting to 
Anadil. “Only she needs help to do it.” 

Agatha’s spine prickled, remembering Evelyn’s cryptic words before the 
nymphs came, implying the Dean wasn’t the only Evil in this story. But 
who else then? Who could help her fulfill such a deadly plan? Who would 
end up the villain? 

She thought of the tortoise’s message, warning her of this Trial ... the 
recipe in the Dean’s office, flaunting a spell she’d led them to ... Evelyn’s 
wicked smile, knowing exactly where Sophie was all this time ... 

“She wanted Sophie and me to come into this Trial apart,” Agatha said, 
suddenly understanding. “That was her plan all along. She wanted Sophie to 
go in with the boys.” 

“But why?” asked Dot. “Why would she want Sophie fighting with 
Tedros?” 

Hester had that mulling, thoughtful look again before she glowered up at 
Agatha. “It’s the last time I’m going to ask you this, Agatha. You’re sure 
Sophie’s Good?” 

Agatha looked up at the boys’ scoreboard, Filip’s name glowing in firefly 
lights. 

“The old Sophie would be hiding right here to save her own skin. All of 
us know it,” she said, almost to herself. “But Sophie’s out there instead, 
staying with the boys ...” Agatha gazed up at Hester. “Making sure they 
don’t find me.” 

Hester exhaled, finally convinced. “Then you have to find her before she 
turns back into a girl, all right? Find Sophie and hide with her until sunrise. 
Leave fighting the boys to us. If you win the Trial, we’ll get another chance 
to find the Storian. It has to be in that tower somewh—” 

She stopped cold, eyes narrowing. 

Agatha heard the voices now too. 

“Millie, we should hide here,” said Beatrix, from the bank above them. 

Her bald head came into view as she stepped her blue slipper down into 
the water and waded in shivering, her sapphire cloak floating behind her 


like a cape. “The boys will assume we’re here like cowards,” Beatrix said. 
“If we wait under the bank, we can attack them first.” 

Millicent treaded in behind, dirty red hair tied up. “I still say we mogrify 
and wait in a tree.” 

“And end up naked in a forest if we have to revert back?” Beatrix 
groused, scanning the banks for a hiding spot. “That won’t be noticeable—” 

Her voice petered out as she glimpsed her own reflection in the dark 
brook. Only there was something reflected next to it ... a pair of eyes ... no, 
two pairs ... three ... 

She looked up with a gasp—Agatha put her hand over her mouth and 
pinned her against the bank with Anadil, while Hester and Dot held down 
Millicent. 

“Where’s the Storian!” Agatha barked, ungagging her. 

“In case you missed it, we’re on the same team,” Beatrix spat. 

“Where’d you hide it!” Agatha hissed. “Why couldn’t Sophie find it!” 

“First off, I have no idea what you’re talking about. Second, since when 
did Princess Agatha turn into a bullying henchman!” 

“The snakeskin cape under your bed—the boy’s uniform—you were in 
the boys’ castle—” 

“The only thing under my bed is a trunk of makeup and hair extensions, 
which I miss quite much, if I have to be honest—” 

“You're lying,” Agatha harassed. “We know the Dean sent you!” 

“The Dean barely knows me, no matter how much I suck up,” Beatrix 
retorted. “Came into this Trial top ranked, and she hasn’t paid the slightest 
attention. Figure if I win the Trial, she might actually learn my name.” 

Agatha stared in surprise. She searched Beatrix’s face until her grip 
finally loosened, and Beatrix wrenched free. 

“Come on, Millie. Let’s go hunt boys,” Beatrix snapped, tramping down 
the brook, her freckled friend hastening to catch up. 

Agatha gawked glassily at the brook waters, lost in thought. She looked 
up at Hester, skin pale. 

“Hester, if that boy’s uniform wasn’t Beatrix’s ... then whose was it?” 

But Hester wasn’t listening, nor were Anadil or Dot. All three were 
gaping past her, paralyzed. 

Agatha slowly turned around. 


Downstream, a burly prince had his axe to Beatrix’s throat, while a thin 
prince had his blade to Millicent’s. Aric stood between them, grinning at 
Agatha and the witches, a rusted, jagged dagger in his hand. 

“Let them surrender, Aric,” Agatha rasped, trying to stay calm. “Let them 
drop their flags.” 

“Are those the rules at the School for Good and Evil?” Aric smiled at 
Agatha, violet eyes storming. “Too bad I’m not a student.” 

“Then you have no place here,” Agatha scowled, voice starting to shake 
as Beatrix and Millicent whimpered louder. “Nor do any of the princes 
you’ve brought in.” 

“You see, my mother used to tell me that true villains only have one 
Nemesis. One person who stands in the way of their happiness.” With his 
rusted dagger, Aric combed his spikes of black hair, gleaming like raven 
beaks. “Only my Nemesis, it turns out, is in your school. And if war won’t 
bring me to them, then a bit of carnage might bring them to me.” 

“Your Nemesis? Thats why you’re here?” Agatha blurted in horror, 
watching the princes’ axes chafe the two girls’ throats. “B-b-but who? Who 
at this school could warrant hurting innocent people?” 

Aric paused, looking right at her. “It’s the danger of fairy tales.” He 
glared up at the girls’ castle, his purple eyes clouding with a strange 
sadness. “Sometimes one story opens another.” 

He turned back to his princes. “Kill them.” 

The princes raised their axes. Beatrix and Millicent gasped, about to die 

“NO!” Hester screamed. Her demon tattoo exploded off her neck, 
swelling bloodred to the size of a shoe. Just as the axe blades scraped the 
two girls’ necks, Beatrix and Millicent choking, Hester’s demon yanked the 
girls’ white flags out of their cloak pockets and flung them to the ground. 
Both Evergirls instantly disappeared as the axes cut through thin air, white 
fireworks rocketing up from their vanished bodies, singeing the princes and 
sending them howling to the ground. 

Enraged, Aric hurled his jagged knife at Hester, only to see it turn midair 
to carrot and boomerang smack into his face, knocking him down. 

“Run!” Dot cried at Agatha and the witches— 

The girls all twirled to flee, but there were six more hooded boys 
charging out of the Fernfield for them, brandishing weapons. Agatha’s eyes 


flared wide. None of them was Filip ... or Tedros. 

“Go find Sophie!” Anadil barked at Agatha, huddling against Hester and 
Dot. 

“I'm fighting with you!” Agatha shot back. 

“Agatha, go!” said Dot, boys twenty feet away. “Sophie needs you before 
it’s too late!” 

“No! I can’t leave you to die!” Agatha cried— 

“Don’t you get it!” Hester spun to her, eyes aflame. “A coven isn’t four. 
We don’t want you!” 

Tears stinging, Agatha sprinted away into blue trees, glancing back to see 
Hester watching her, white-faced with fear. Then Hester turned, finger 
glowing red, as the boys converged and Agatha lost the view. 


High on the teachers’ balcony, Lady Lesso and Professor Dovey clenched 
teeth as they watched the boys’ and girls’ torch-lit scoreboards, their only 
clue to what was unfolding in the dark, veiled Forest. 

Out of the corner of her eye, Professor Dovey watched the butterflies 
circling above the teachers and Pollux guarding the door. There was no sign 
of Evelyn on any of the balconies or in the Clearing below. 

A loud cheer went up from the boys’ school, celebrating Beatrix’s and 
Millicent’s names vanishing off the scoreboard. The two girls reappeared in 
the Clearing, quaking and sobbing, before nymphs flew them back into the 
castle for magical treatment. 

As the boys thundered a cocksure chant, the girls down to only six 
competitors, Professor Dovey sidled closer to Lady Lesso. “Your shield 
protects the south gate,” she whispered quickly. “You can break it and enter 
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“For the last time, Clarissa, if a teacher goes into the Trial, the terms are 
void,” Lady Lesso hissed. “All the boys and princes would storm our castle. 
It’d be a massacre.” 

“Only you can get through that shield! Unless you help them, Sophie and 
Agatha will die!” 

Lady Lesso whirled. “I intervened at your insistence once before because 
of Evelyn,” she seethed accusingly. “You’ll never know the price I paid.” 

Professor Dovey fell quiet a long moment before speaking again. 


“She attacked Agatha, Lady Lesso. Right there in her classroom, in a 
school that should have been ours to protect. And now our usurper threatens 
our only hope for peace, and you suggest Agatha fend for herself? That isn’t 
Evil, Lady Lesso. That’s cowardice,” Professor Dovey said, her voice a low 
hiss. “There is no School Master this time to save us from Evelyn Sader. 
There is only you. And whatever Evelyn’s ending is, it is worth any price to 
stop it.” 

Lady Lesso met her colleague’s vehement eyes. Then she quickly cleared 
her throat and turned away. “You’re overplaying as usual, Clarissa. Agatha 
has my best witches at her side protecting her. Hester and Anadil are more 
than capable allies.” 

Sparks shot past their heads from the Forest, a detonation of fireworks 
showering their dark balcony with white light. The teachers wheeled to see 
HESTER’S name vanish off the scoreboard and the tattooed witch materialize 
in the Clearing, her face and blue cloak a mess of blood. She tried to stagger 
up, then buckled to her knees. 

“What's happened!” Professor Sheeks cried, barreling past Pollux’s 
unwieldy bear into the castle, followed by Professor Anemone and a few of 
the Forest Group leaders. 

Professor Dovey stared at Hester trailing blood across the dead grass as 
the nymphs helped her into the tunnel. Hands shaking, she spun to Lady 
Lesso— 

But Lady Lesso was already gone. 


Agatha saw HESTER’S name disappear on the scoreboard, the white 
fireworks signaling a surrender, and felt a palpable relief. Hester was still 
alive. 

Agatha sprinted through phosphorescing blue tulips, doing a count of the 
girls still left in the Forest ... Anadil, Dot, Yara, Sophie ... 

And yet Sophie hadn’t been in that group of boys attacking the witches 
... nor was Tedros. 

Agatha’s heart rattled faster. Was Sophie with Tedros right now? Why 
would Sophie be anywhere near him if she could turn into a girl any 
second? 

A needling dread crept into Agatha’s stomach. She ignored it. 


Of course she’s with Tedros. She's making sure he doesnt find me, she 
assured herself. She s protecting me. 

But now the dread was festering, worming deeper ... 

A snakeskin cape and a boy’s uniform, balled under a bed ... 

A wrist full of spirick marks two weeks before ... 

A friend so desperate to get her home ... 

Agatha stopped dead in the pine shrubs. 

A pink spell. 

Her chest hammered, remembering Tedros pulling away from her in the 
tower, hunting madly for someone who wasn’t there. 

No ... impossible ... 

Sophie couldn’t have been there! Not the new Sophie, the best friend as 
faithful as Agatha once was to her! Not the Good Sophie, risking life and 
limb for her right now! This Sophie couldn t have torn her and Tedros apart 
and then pretended to be on her side. Not even the Witch of Woods Beyond 
could be so devious, so traitorous, so ... Evil. 

Agatha burst into a sweat. 

Could she? 

Boys’ yells echoed nearby, followed by an ogre’s grunts and explosions 
of red fireworks over the Turquoise Thicket. CHADDICK’s and NICHOLAS’ 
fireflies fizzled and extinguished on the boys’ scoreboard. 

Agatha veered away towards the south gate, more desperate to find 
Sophie than ever. 


“South gate?” Sophie followed Tedros through snowy, glittering-blue 
willows, her boy’s boots dwarfed by giant footsteps left by a troll or some 
other hellish creature. With the lumpy path, her stiff calves, and tight 
breeches wedging up her behind, she stumbled along like a newborn. 
“What's near the south gate?” 

“Pumpkin patch,” Tedros said a ways ahead, slashing a few branches out 
of their path. “Clearest part of the Forest. We can see Sophie and Agatha if 
they sneak through. If you ever catch up, that is.” 

Sophie grimaced, deliberating ways to protect her best friend from 
Tedros when he found her. She’d have to stun him before he could hurt 
Agatha. She’d have to steal his red flag and drop it to the ground ... 


Sophie’s heart suddenly beat faster, seeing the flash of red silk in Tedros’ 
cloak pocket ... his back turned ... 

This was her chance. 

Sophie felt her pink fingerglow heat up, fear burning it bright. Chest 
pounding, she raised her finger slowly, pointing it at Tedros’ broad back— 

“Even though you’re a crap fighter, I’m glad you’re with me, Fil,” Tedros 
said ahead. “Always wanted a best friend to team up with. You know. Like 
those two girls.” 

Sophie’s fingertip dimmed. 

Tedros turned with an arched brow. “But seriously, do I need to carry 
you?” 

Sophie’s heart fluttered and she hurried forward, trying to stiffen her gait 
to a boy’s. “Odd that we haven’t faced any of the teacher’s traps—” 

“Pfft, beating monsters is easy, Filip. The devil you know is the one to be 
scared of.” 

Sophie stopped, watching Tedros caressed by the sparkling, long- 
branched willows, as if saluting a knight off to war. 

The prince sensed the silence and turned. “What now?” 

“Have you ever killed someone, Tedros?” 

“What?” 

Sophie glared at him, ten feet away. “Have you ever killed someone?” 

Tedros stiffened, looking at his elfish, clear-eyed friend. “I’ve killed a 
gargoyle,” he puffed. 

“That’s defense, Tedros. This is revenge,” Sophie said coldly. “This is 
murder.” Her princely face darkened with pain. “No matter how Good you 
try to be after, you”ll never escape it. It will haunt your dreams and make 
you afraid of yourself. It will follow you like an ugly black shadow, telling 
you you'll always be Evil, until it just becomes ... part of you.” 

Tedros bristled, shifting in his boots. “Right. How would you know? 
Filtp of Mount Honora who can’t even fight a stymph.” 

Sophie’s eyes cut into his. “Because I’ve killed worse than you’ll ever 
know.” 

Tedros stared at his friend, stunned. 

Moonlight seeped through the ice-blue trees, spotlighting the two boys, 
their breath misting towards each other. 


Tedros cocked his head, seeing Filip in the glow. “That’s odd. Your face 
looks different.” 

“Huh?” 

“It looks ... smoother,” Tedros said curiously, stepping towards his 
friend. “Like you’ve shaved ...” 

Sophie gasped. The spell! She’d grown so used to being a boy she’d 
forgotten the spell! She’d be a girl any second! She had to get away from 
him! 

“Just the light,” she prattled, goading Tedros ahead. “Let’s go, before a 
troll eats us.” 

A soft groan echoed above their heads, and Tedros stopped short. “What 
was that?” 

“I don’t hear any—” 

But it came again, a rasping wheeze like a punctured balloon. 

The two boys slowly looked up into the weeping willow. 

“Who’s there?” Tedros called. 

Between the spindly branches and shimmery blue leaves, they made out 
the edges of something hiding high in the tree. Tedros squinted harder, his 
eyes adjusting to the dark, until he saw a shadow ... a human shadow ... 

... In a Sapphire-blue cloak. 

“A girl,” he sneered. 

Fireworks whipcracked behind them, and the boys spun to see white light 
lash across the sky, as two more girls’ names erased off the scoreboard. 

Dot. 

ANADIL. 

Sophie exhaled with relief. The two witches had survived long enough to 
drop their flags. 

But then she saw Tedros’ pupils locked on the tree, glimmering darkly. 
Because if those two girls had surrendered, then chances were that the girl 
trapped up in that tree right now was ... 

“PI get her!” Sophie shrieked, leaping onto the tree— 

But Tedros was faster, prowling past his friend like a panther towards the 
hidden girl. Sophie scrambled up branches behind him, knowing she had to 
get to Agatha first. She lunged through sharp, tangled branches and yanked 


Tedros’ cloak collar. The prince ricocheted backwards, watching his friend 
pass him. 

“What are you doing!” Tedros hissed. 

Sophie levied every ounce of power in her boy body to swing up the tree 
towards the hidden girl. Just as she got close, Tedros tackled her from 
behind. 

“She’s mine, Filip,” he growled, shunting his friend aside. Panicked, 
Sophie shoved her boot in his backside, and Tedros face-planted on a lower 
branch. 

As Filip fumbled past him, Tedros swung up and grappled him, Filip 
gave him a hard slap, and the two boys wrestled forward along dense 
branches, biting and kicking each other like animals until Tedros flung Filip 
back just as they got to the cornered girl. Heaving breath, cheeks scarlet, the 
prince gnashed his teeth, raised his sword over his prey, and drew back her 
hood with a snarl— 

Then he slowly lowered his sword. 

“Who are you?” 

Sophie came up beside him and looked at a red-haired girl ensconced in 
blue leaves, moaning softly, eyes barely open, her long-nosed, freckled face 
deathly pale. 

“Yara?” 

“You know her?” Tedros said, agog. 

“Heard someone call her name in the Clearing before she went in,” 
Sophie lied hastily, remembering none of the boys had seen Yara before. 

“Well, find her white flag and drop it,” Tedros growled. “We need to be 
looking for Sophie and Agath—” 

His voice petered out as he noticed a splotch of dried blood on Yara’s 
chin. Slowly Tedros peeled back her cloak to reveal a rust-flecked jagged 
gash deep across her neck, already bled out. 

“Aric,” Tedros breathed, watching Yara pant and wheeze, her windpipe 
cut. “That's his knife mark.” 

Sophie looked at him, the two boys” faces filled with the same helpless 
fear. Yara was about to die. 

Sophie cradled Yara’s head while Tedros frantically ransacked her 
pockets, finding nothing. “We need to send you back to your teachers, 
Yara,” he pressured. “Where’s your white flag?” 


Sophie shook her head, bereft. “She doesn’t speak.” 

“Yara, we need to help you!” Tedros said manically, grabbing her 
shoulders— 

“I told you, Tedros—” 

“YARA!” Tedros screamed. 

Yara stirred in his arms, her eyes still closed. “I’m ... not ... Yara,” she 
whispered. 

Sophie and Tedros recoiled in surprise. 

Slowly Yara’s blue eyes struggled open, gazing into Tedros’. She smiled 
as if looking at her best friend. “I—I—I ... never was.” 

The prince let go of her, for Yara’s face had started to change. Her cheeks 
roughened to ginger stubble, her jaw chiseling and squaring, her long 
beakish nose refining, her wavy red hair shrinking back into her skull until 
it was cropped short. Sophie went pale, watching a spell undone that she 
knew so well. Tedros went paler, looking back at a boy he knew even better. 

“T-T-Tristan?” Tedros spluttered, stunned. “But that's impossible—how 
can—how could—” 

“Pm ... sorry ..., Tristan gasped, back in his boy skin. “Their school ... 
was so ... beautiful. And the boys—the boys were so mean ... except you, 
Tedros ... You were my only friend ...” 

Eyes wet, Tedros couldn’t speak. He just looked at Tristan, then at Filip, 
so confused. 

“Tristan, we need your flag,” Sophie strained. 

“She let me stay in the girls’ school—” Tristan said, shivering. “She said 
I could stay as long as ... as long as I—” 

“Who let you stay?” Tedros asked, still in a fog. 

“The Dean ... as long as I hid it for her ... that’s why I moved it from 
under the t-t-table ...” 

“Shhhh,” Sophie said, touching his cheek. “Just tell me where your flag 
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is. 

Tristan’s eyes found hers and suddenly twinkled with recognition. He 
looked deeper into her face and smiled weakly. “It’s you.” 

Sophie’s heart imploded. 

Tedros peered at Tristan, puzzled. “But Filip came to our school after you 
left. How would you—” 


“He’s delirious,” Sophie blurted quickly, then clutched Tristan harder, 
flashing him the f on her collar. “Pm Filip, Tristan. Filip of Mount Honora. 
And I need your flag—please—” 

“The Storian,” Tristan said, still smiling at her. “I ... I hid it in your 
storybook ... like she told me to ... she knew you’d never look there ...” 

“What's he talking about?” Tedros asked nervously. 

“I have no idea,” Sophie lied, heart thundering. 

“It's in ... in your book ...,” Tristan choked. “She's ... she’s coming for 
it... she ... she needs it for your end-d-d ...” 

But there was no more breath for Tristan to give. The red-haired boy 
convulsed, then stilled, his heart finally finished, and his eyes slowly closed 
once more. 

Inch by inch, he started to glow like a halo, burning hotter, hotter, to the 
color of molten gold. In a flash, his body splintered to light and rocketed 
into the sky, drawing out Yara’s face in a constellation of orange-gold stars, 
before the lights faded and fell over the Forest like raining fire. Then 
YARA’s name went dark on the girls’ scoreboard, and Tristan was gone. 

Tedros shoved past Filip and stumbled down the tree. He leapt into 
shadowed blue grass behind it, and doubled over, gagging. “How could 
Aric kill her! How could Aric kill a girl!” he cried. “And it wasn’t a girl—it 
was T-T-T-Tristan! A boy like any of us—but no one talked to him, no one 
was nice to him—no wonder he wanted to be in their school—” Tedros 
couldn’t breathe, collapsing to his knees. “He just wanted to be happy!” 

Sophie put her hand on his back. 

“He must have been so scared, Filip,” Tedros whispered. “Alone in that 
tree ... dying ...” He buried his face in his hands. “I can’t watch anyone 
else die. Please. Not like that.” He sniffled and smeared at his eyes. “You’re 
right. I can’t—I can’t hurt anyone—” 

Sophie knelt before him. “You don’t have to.” 

“Those girls will kill me if I don’t kill them first!” 

“Not if you promise me,” Sophie soothed. “Promise me you’ll let them 
live.” 

Tedros looked up at her, cheeks wet. He shook his head as if he was 
dreaming. “Every second you look different, Filip. Softer, gentler ...” He 


turned away, flushing. “Why do I keep wishing you were a princess? Why 
do I keep seeing one in your face?” 

“Promise me you’ll let Sophie and Agatha go home,” Sophie begged, 
voice tightening. “A prince’s promise.” 

“On one condition,” Tedros said, their eyes locking. “That you won’t go 
back to your kingdom, Filip. That you’ll stay here with me.” 

Sophie burnt red, gawking at him. “W-w-w-what?” 

Tedros gripped her shoulders. “You keep me Good, Filip. Please. I can’t 
end up like Aric, angry and Evil. You’re the only thing that keeps me 
Good.” 

Sophie’s whole body went to butter, staring at the only boy she’d ever 
loved, asking her to stay with him forever. 

As a boy. 

Slowly Sophie felt herself pull away from him. 

“Listen to me, Tedros,” she said. “Sophie needs to go home alive with 
Agatha. That’s the only way to end this. That’s the only way to stop anyone 
else from dying.” 

“And I need my best friend,” said Tedros, holding her tighter. “You said it 
yourself, Filip. You don’t want to end alone like your mother.” His blue 
eyes weakened. “And I don’t want to end alone like my father.” 

“I have someone waiting, Tedros,” Sophie rasped. “Someone who knows 
the real me. Someone I wouldn’t trade for any boy in the world.” 

“I wish you were a girl,” Tedros said, hand moving down his friend’s 
back. “That’s why I keep seeing one in your face.” 

“Promise me you'll let them go,” Sophie pressed, heart racing— 

“You’re all I have left, Filip,” Tedros pleaded. “Don’t leave me alone. 
Please.” 

“Just promise me—” gasped Sophie. 

“Even stranger,” Tedros breathed, lost in a daze. “Now you sound like a 
girl too.” 

Sophie held out her hand to stop him, but Tedros caught it. Sophie looked 
up into his wide, confused eyes as he leaned in, touching his lips to hers ... 

“Oh my God,” a voice cried behind them. 

The boys spun in shock. 

It was Agatha. 
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Tedros broke from Filip and jumped back, the prince’s face wildly red. “No 
no no no—” he stammered, whirling to Agatha. “It was an accident—” 
But Agatha had her finger raised, glowing bright gold at the elfish, fluffy- 
haired boy beside him. 
“Agatha, listen to me,” Filip begged, retreating against a blue willow— 
“You snake,” Agatha hissed, advancing on him. “You lying snake.” 
Tedros instinctively shielded Filip, pointing his own glowing finger at 
Agatha. “Leave Filip alone, Agatha. Your fight is with me.” 





But Agatha still wasn’t looking at him. She was glaring daggers at Filip, 
her finger burning brighter. “You tried to kiss him! You tried to stay here 
with him and send me home!” 

“It’s not true!” Filip cried— 

Tedros spun to his square-jawed friend. “You know each other?” 


“You were there in the School Master’s tower that night. You attacked us. 
You set him against me!” Agatha spewed at Filip. 

“And you promised me you wouldn’t see him!” Filip fired, pitch 
wavering. “I couldn’t lose you, Agatha! Not without trying to win you 
back!” 

“So you tried to get us home on a lie?” Agatha lashed. 

“Why are my princess and best friend talking?” gaped Tedros, delirious 

“I had to show you your wish was wrong,” Filip assailed Agatha, fighting 
tears. “That a best friend means more than a boy.” 

Agatha shook her head angrily, thinking of the dreams she’d cursed, the 
heart she’d maligned, trying to tell her the truth about her friend all along. 
“Can’t you see?” she said, voice cold. “The more you try to stop us, the 
more my wish for him is true.” 

Filip fell back a step, cut to the core. 

“T really don’t understand what’s happening,” Tedros croaked, eyes wide. 

“You’d choose him over me?” Filip rasped to Agatha, his dimpled chin 
quivering. “After I risked my life to save us?” 

“Is that what kissing him was?” Agatha mocked. “An attempt to save 
us?” 

“He kissed me!” Filip screamed. 

“H-h-hold on—it was a bad moment—” the prince fumbled. “We’re 
friends—like you and S-S-Sophie—” 

“Some friend,” said Agatha, glowering at Filip. 

“You have to believe me, Aggie,” Filip stressed. “I chose you, even if 
Tedros could want me, even if I could be his forever—” 

“It was so dark—and his face looked different—’ Tedros moaned, 
slumping onto a rock. “Any boy would make the same mistake—” 

“You said you wanted to forget this place,” defended Filip. “You said you 
wanted our happy ending back!” 

“Happy! Because of you, a boy is dead!” Agatha yelled. “Because of 
you, we could both still die!” 

“I just wanted us to go back to the way we were. Before we ever came 
here. Before we ever met a prince!” Filip implored. “I just wanted us back 
to real friends.” 








“Real friends let each other grow up,” Agatha seethed, neck searing red. 
“Real friends don’t hold each other back from love. Real friends don’t lie.” 

Tedros launched off his rock. “That’s it!” he spat at Agatha. “I don’t care 
how you two know each other, whether you’re long-lost cousins, secret pen 
pals, or hiking buddies in Mount Honora, but Filip isn’t your concern 
anymore, all right?” he snarled. “So go find your treasured Sophie before I 
change my mind about killing you.” 

Agatha goggled at him before spurting a laugh. 

“What's so funny!” Tedros barked. 

“You really don’t see it, do you?” Agatha marveled. “You still think he’s 
your friend.” 

“My best friend,” retorted the prince. “And for the first time, I finally 
understand why you'd choose Sophie instead of me. Because Filip knows 
me. He backs me up and fights for me in a way no girl ever could. I always 
thought love was about a girl ... but a friend like Filip is deeper than love. 
Because I'd choose as Good a friend as him over you, again and again and 
again.” 

“Let me tell you about Filip,” said Agatha witheringly. “Filip’s about as 
Good a friend as Lancelot was to your father.” 

Tedros bared teeth and drew his sword. “What did you say?” 

Agatha searched his face, softening. “Never could tell between Good and 
Evil, could you?” 

Tedros’ whole body stiffened, dread slithering through him. He turned to 
see Filip backing past Agatha, out of shadowed grass and against the 
glittering willow tree. Now, in the frosty, spangling light, Tedros could 
finally see his best friend’s face, terrified, trembling ... 

Only it was no longer a face he knew. 

Each new second, every pore of Filip’s features shape-shifted with the 
tiniest changes, like a sand sculpture burnishing, grain by grain. Filip’s 
sloped nose softened and rounded to a button, his eyelashes thickened and 
grew out luxuriously, his elfish ears shrank and pinned back, his eyebrows 
arched like delicate brushstrokes. Changes spread down his body, faster and 
faster, like a spell unraveling at the seams. Filip’s thick, veiny muscles 
sleeked to creamy skin, his floppy hair flowed out in cascading blond 
ringlets, his hulking legs thinned and smoothed, his hips regained their 


curves ... until there, in icy moonlight, a beautiful blond girl cowered and 
shook in a boy’s black-and-red cloak, gaping plaintively like a scared cat. 

Tedros collapsed against a tree. “Why does everyone lie to me?” he 
whispered. “Why is everything always a lie?” 

“Not everything,” Agatha said quietly. 

Sophie backed up from Tedros, trying to smile. 

“Don’t kill m-m-me, Tedros,” she stuttered. “See? Still Filip, still your 
friend ... just different ...” 

She saw Tedros staring at her, his blue eyes glazed and frozen over, as if 
reliving every moment of the scene that just happened, parsing every word. 
Little by little, a golden glow dawned over him, like a warmth awakened 
inside, melting the darkness and edges. 

Sophie slouched with relief— 

But then she saw Tedros wasn’t looking at her at all. 

He was looking at his ghostly, dark-haired princess, standing beneath a 
sparkling willow. 

“Y-y-you ... you loved me the whole time?” he said softly. 

Agatha nodded, tears streaming down her cheeks. 

“And everything you said in the tower was true?” said Tedros, eyes wet. 

Agatha nodded, crying harder. 

“Why didn’t I kiss you?” Tedros said, voice cracking. “Why didn’t I trust 
you?” 

“Youre ... so stupid,” Agatha wept, shaking her head. “Why are boys so 
stupid?” 

Tedros smiled through tears. “Maybe a world without princes is a good 
idea after all.” 

Agatha choked a laugh, finally letting her heart flutter unashamed. 

Standing between them, Sophie stood helpless, watching true loves 
reunited ... more invisible than she’d ever been. 

A blast of purple light flew past Tedros like a warning shot— 

Lady Lesso stormed out of the trees, smoking finger raised menacingly at 
Tedros. “Agatha, Sophie, get away from him now!” she hissed, backing 
towards the south gate. “Ill hide you in the Woods until it’s safe!” 

Neither girls nor boy moved. 

“What are you doing!” she spat at Sophie and Agatha. “The other boys 
will be here any sec—” 


But now Lady Lesso’s eyes widened, for Agatha was backing away from 
Sophie towards the prince, who took her protectively into his arms. 
Clutching each other, Tedros and Agatha glared at Sophie in her boy’s 
uniform, standing in tree shadow, all alone. 

“What’s ... what’s happening ...” Lady Lesso said, head whipping 
between the two girls. 

“I thought stopping your wish was Good, Aggie,” Sophie wept, voice 
faltering. “I thought I was doing Good.” 

Sophie saw even Lady Lesso retreat from her now, violet eyes chilling 
with understanding. “A boy killed ... students hurt ... a Trial to the death 
... because of ... you?” 

“Come on,” said Tedros, taking his princess’s arm. “Let her fend for 
herself.” 

“I didn’t want to be like my mother. I didn’t want to end all alone,” 
Sophie begged Agatha, cheeks wet. “I never meant to hurt anyone—” 

“Let’s go, Agatha,” Tedros said harder. 

Agatha looked up at her prince, as pure and devoted as he was in her 
dream ... then at Sophie, sobbing repentantly across the willow glen. 

No tricks. No more secrets. 

This time the choice was for real. 

A jet of red fire rocketed into the middle of the glen, sending Agatha and 
Tedros reeling back in a cloud of red smoke. Dazed, they swiveled to see 
red and white fireworks blast through the sky from every direction, 
ricocheting out of control, like a raining meteor shower. Instantly, the 
fireflies on the boy’s scoreboard combusted to flames, scorching all the 
remaining names, Tedros’ and Filip’s included ... With a deafening crack, 
the board erupted in a blinding fireball. Across the forest, the girls’ 
scoreboard detonated in another shattering explosion, billowing black 
plumes of smoke over the west gate. 

“What's happening?” Agatha breathed, ears ringing. 

She and Tedros sensed a low, dull rumble behind them, growing louder 
... louder ... 

Faces draining blood, they slowly looked up. 

The enchanted haze over the castles broke like mist, revealing the boys’ 
and girls’ schools overrun with roaring, descending bodies like swarming 
ants. Charging girls leapt onto broken Halfway Bridge from the balconies, 


wielding weapons and glowing fingertips, clamoring at the edge of the 
severed gap. Across the bay, hundreds of rabid boys and mercenary princes 
thundered onto the Bridge from the other side, lethally armed and bellowing 
for blood. 

“They know I’m here,” a voice said behind Agatha and her prince. 

Agatha looked up at Lady Lesso, her violet gaze fixed on the castles. 

“I broke the terms,” her teacher rasped. “Trial’s over.” 

Agatha swallowed. “What does that mean?” 

They peered up at four hundred boys and girls raring to kill each other, 
separated only by a hole in a bridge. 

“War,” said Tedros. “It means war.” 

Over their heads, the willow branches began to glimmer brighter like 
blue tinsel until the glimmer detonated like a storm cloud, sweeping down 
over the trees. In the moon’s glow, they saw the sparkles were butterflies, 
thousands of blue butterflies, that had given the willows their neon glow. 
Like locusts, they swarmed through the glen in a violent gale. Agatha 
shielded her face, while Tedros hacked uselessly at them with his sword and 
stumbled to the ground— 

A loud gasp suddenly flew behind them, and Agatha spun to see Lady 
Lesso pulled off the ground by a cloud of butterflies. 

“Evelyn—” Lady Lesso said, horror-struck. “She heard everything—” 

“Wait!” Agatha cried, trying to hold on to her— 

Panicked, Lady Lesso pressed her lips to Agatha’s ear as the butterflies 
dragged her off. “Kiss him, Agatha!” she whispered. “Kiss him when the 
time comes!” 

And then she was ripped away, as butterflies kidnapped her back to 
school, her last pleas to Agatha drowned out by the roars of war. 

Agatha froze in the moonlit glen, gulping shallow breaths. 

“What did she say?” a voice spoke. 

Agatha looked down at Tedros staggering up, golden hair mussed. 

“Agatha?” said another voice. 

Agatha turned to see the last of the hellish red smoke dissipating through 
the trees, Sophie revealed behind it. 

“What did Lady Lesso say?” her friend asked, face tense. 

Agatha stared at Sophie across the willow glen, a moonlit stage, boys’ 
and girls’ war cries echoing far away like a chorus. 


Overhead, the treetops suddenly began to rustle and sway, a heavy, 
crackling sound tearing towards them— 

Agatha recoiled in shock as the School Master’s silver tower crashed 
through into the willows. The moving tower glided into the moonlight and 
skidded to a stop, rupturing the ground with its force—splitting Tedros on 
one side, Sophie on the other, across a long, ragged crack in the ground, 
with Agatha straddling the fault line between them. 

From the tower’s window, a last throng of butterflies fluttered down 
behind the three students, magically congealing into form as they touched 
ground. Like an actress on cue, Evelyn Sader stepped into the Clearing’s 
spotlight, her long nails clutching a red cherrywood storybook that Agatha 
knew. 

It was her and Sophie’s fairy tale. 

““Trial,”” the Dean cooed. “Such a delicious word. So many relevant 
meanings. An experiment in service of a conclusion, for instance. Or a test 
of faith and stamina. Or a difficult moment in one’s own life. And yet ... I 
prefer the more formal definition.” She paused dramatically, taking in 
Sophie and Tedros on opposite sides, dark brows knitted over her forest- 
green eyes. “A formal court before witnesses to determine guilt.” 

Her eyes moved to Agatha in the middle. The Dean smiled cryptically. 

“Now the real Trial begins.” 

With her sharp nail, Evelyn slit open the sewn binding atop the book’s 
spine. The gleaming Storian ripped free, glowing furious red, as The Tale of 
Sophie and Agatha magically floated out of the Dean’s hands and into the 
moonlight. The pen flung the floating book open with its razor-steel nib, 
spilling ink across pages as colorful scenes filled in the gaps in the story. At 
last the pen slowed on a final page, taking its time as it painted Agatha 
between Tedros and Sophie ... 

Only this Sophie didn’t look like the Sophie in front of Agatha now. 

The Sophie on the page was a bald, warted old witch. 

Beneath the witch, the pen wrote a single line: 

“The villain had been hidden all this time.” 

Agatha and Tedros slowly looked up at Sophie, milky beautiful in the 
moonlit glen. 

“You see, Agatha, you thought I conjured Sophie’s symptoms. That / was 
the villain.” Evelyn sat on a stump at the glen’s dark fringe. “When it 


wasn’t me at all, was it?” 

“Agatha, Pm not a witch ... you know I’m not a witch ...” Sophie 
scoffed. 

But Agatha took a step back from her friend, crossing into Tedros’ side of 
the glen. Sophie’s face reddened with surprise. 

“You think I can still be Evil?” Sophie breathed. “That I could hurt you?” 

Agatha’s hands were shaking. “Witches ruin fairy tales, Sophie. Witches 
lie to get their endings.” 

Sophie appealed to Tedros. “I was a good friend to you, wasn’t I? A 
friend like that could never be a witch! Tell her!” 

“A good friend? A friend built on lies isn’t a friend,” Tedros blazed 
across the divide. “The School Master went to the ends of the earth to find 
someone as Evil as him. Now we see why he picked you, Sophie. You’ll 
always be Evil as long as you live.” 

“I'm not E-E-Evil! Pm trying to be Good! Can't you see? I’m trying!” 
Sophie cried. “The School Master was wrong! He was wrong about me!” 

Agatha stared at the terrifying hag in the storybook, as she backed farther 
towards Tedros. “The Storian doesn’t lie, Sophie ...” 

“No—Aggie, please—” Sophie said. “You know the truth—” 

Devastated, she ran to Agatha across the cracked glen—but a blistering 
pain in her neck made her cry out, before more pain seared through her 
wrist and forearm. 

Agatha and Tedros cowered from her, eyes wide, and Sophie’s stomach 
went ice-cold. Slowly Sophie raised her arm and saw it marred with two 
gruesome black warts. More warts sizzled through as her skin started to 
wrinkle like curdling milk, mottling with liver spots. 

“No ... it’s her ... it’s the Dean ...” Sophie choked, but she couldn't see 
Evelyn at the fringe. “She’s doing this to me!” 

Agatha retreated next to Tedros, fingers both raised at Sophie with 
matching gold glows, as Sophie’s blond hair fell out in clumps, her back 
swelled to a hump, and her legs spindled to bony sticks. 

Agatha shook her head, torn between pity and anger. “It was you, Sophie. 
It was always you.” 

“Pm sorry ... for everything I did ...” Sophie wept, writhing in pain. 
“But I’m not this!” 


“You can’t be here anymore, Sophie,” Agatha said, misting up. “We’ll 
only be happy apart.” 

Tedros looked at his princess, stunned. 

“Agatha, no!” Sophie screamed. 

The Storian suddenly glowed redder, sensing The End. 

Agatha hesitated, as her friend’s teeth blackened and dissolved, her hair 
shedding faster, faster. Agatha’s face softened with anguish— 

“We’ll be happy as long as we live, Agatha,” Tedros pressured. “But we 
have to do it now.” 

Agatha nodded, tears in her eyes. 

“YOU HAVE TO BELIEVE ME!” Sophie begged 

“I can’t, Sophie,” Agatha said, holding Tedros. “I can’t believe you 
anymore.” 

“NO!” Sophie cried, charging for her, but more pain sent her buckling. 

Agatha gripped Tedros tighter as Sophie shriveled with a howl, her 
warted scalp gleaming, her face gnarling to an old, Evil hag’s— 

“Now, Agatha,” Tedros said, for Sophie was crawling towards them 
across the crack. 

“Agatha, I don’t want to be like her,” Sophie pleaded. “I don’t want to 
end like my mother!” She reached out her shriveled hand for her only friend 





Agatha met her eyes with deep, terrible sorrow. Then she turned away. 

Sophie recoiled, watching Agatha in Tedros’ arms. “No ... not this ... 
Sophie gasped— 

Tedros’ blue eyes pierced Agatha’s with a promise. “Forever.” 

Agatha heard her wish for him, echoing louder in every heartbeat, 
begging her to trust it. 

This time she listened. 

Agatha gave herself to her prince. 

“Forever.” 

Tedros clasped her cheeks and kissed her, their lips touching for the first 
time. Agatha’s head went light, a blinding glow coursing through her veins. 
As his warmth spilled through her, Agatha heard Sophie’s anımal scream 
recede behind her, softer, softer, into silence. Holding Tedros closer, Agatha 
felt her heart floating, time expanding, fear crumbling to ash, as if at last 
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she’d found her Ever After, as ıf at last she’d found an ending that couldn’t 
be taken away ... 

Their lips finally released, as prince and princess broke apart, each 
panting for breath. They looked up at their open storybook in the light of 
the moon, a vision of their sealing kiss splashed across the page, a witch 
vanished from their story ... two last words penned beneath ... 


THE EN 


Evelyn Sader had her fingertip under the pen’s sharp nib, blood dripping 
as if she’d pricked it on a spindle— 

The D left unwritten. 

Agatha’s eyes slowly lowered to the ground in front of her. 

A bald, wrinkled witch gaped up at her and Tedros from the grass, her 
decayed face a mess of tears. Then, just as quickly as it had happened, 
Sophie melted back into her own young, beautiful skin, and the witch was 
gone, replaced by a betrayed, broken-hearted girl. 

Agatha’s heart caught in her throat, gawking at the friend she’d left 
behind ... still right here. A friend who’d just witnessed a kiss that failed to 
banish her home, loveless and alone. 

But there was no appeal in Sophie’s eyes, no forgiveness. Just a blank 
distance, as if she no longer knew the dark-haired princess in front of her. 

Doom rising, Agatha looked up at the Dean. 

“Some might consider conjuring witch symptoms and then blaming them 
on a poor innocent girl as conduct unbecoming of a Dean. But then again, I 
do have a weakness for good endings,’ Evelyn simpered as a crowd of 
butterflies took the flailing Storian from her finger and restrained it in 
midair. She sucked the blood off her fingertip, eying the halted pen. “Funny 
thing about endings, you see. The story isn’t quite over until the Storian 
writes ‘The End.’ And as you can see, you are in fact, one letter short. 
Meaning, we haven’t reached “The End’ after all.” Evelyn smiled at Agatha. 
“And now that you’ve had your ending, dear princess, it seems Sophie 
should have a fair chance, don’t you think? After all, it is her fairy tale too.” 

Sophie gazed up at her, eyes big as emeralds. 

“Give us the pen,” Tedros spat, pulling his sword— 


Evelyn stabbed her finger at him, and a willow tree magically grabbed 
him by its branches and lashed him against the trunk. 

Tedros struggled angrily. “What are you—” A branch gagged him. 

“You see, Agatha, my butterflies led you both back to school because I 
heard a wish worthy of ending your fairy tale. But it wasn’t your wish,” the 
Dean said, circling Agatha. “It was Sophie’s.” 

“W-w-w-what?” Sophie spluttered. 

“Oh yes, you made a wish too, dear,” said the Dean. “Don’t you 
remember?” 

A butterfly fluttered off her dress, a disembodied voice playing back as 
1ts wings pulsed neon with every word: 

“I wish I could see her again, ” echoed Sophie’s voice. “I'd do anything. 
Anything. ” 

Agatha remembered the words ... spoken near a grave ... the two of 
them in each other’s arms ... 

“My m-m-mother?” Sophie gasped, suddenly brightening. Then the light 
in her face dimmed. “But my mother’s dead ... nothing can bring her back 

“And yet you’re in your own fairy tale, dear,” the Dean offered. ““Wishes 
are powerful things if you’re willing to do anything for them.” 

Agatha’s heart stopped. She stared at the Dean, her big bug eyes 
widening. 

“The villain had been hidden all this time.” 

But it wasn’t Sophie. Or Evelyn. It was 

“NO!” Agatha launched towards Sophie. “Sophie, no! She’s using yo—” 

Willow arms snatched her, gagging the princess with her prince on the 
tree trunk. 

Sophie ignored Agatha’s garbled cries. Her eyes lifted back to the 
Dean’s. “What do I have to do?” 

Evelyn leaned over, sharp nails caressing Sophie’s face. “Only be true to 
your wish, Sophie. Be willing to pay any price to see her again.” 

Agatha screeched through her gag, but couldn’t get words out— 

“What price?” Sophie frowned. 

“Agatha kissed a prince, Sophie. She tried to banish you forever and 
made you watch,” Evelyn said darkly. “You have no one anymore. No 
prince. No friend. No father. No one to go home to. No one to trust.” 





Sophie looked into her eyes, crestfallen. 

“Isn’t seeing the only person who loves you worth any price?” Evelyn 
coaxed. 

Sophie didn’t move, listening to Agatha’s muffled screams behind her. 

“I can really see her again?” Sophie asked. 

“Your wish can end your fairy tale just as much as Agatha’s,” replied 
Evelyn. “All you have to do is mean it.” 

Agatha tore against the willow tree, the branches lacerating her arms — 

“I’m ready,” Sophie nodded, swallowing. 

Evelyn grinned toothily. Reaching towards her breast, she magically 
drew out a long, blue sliver of glow from her heart that lit up the night sky. 
As she did, the butterflies on her dress turned scarlet red ... 

Agatha howled in horror, but Sophie’s eyes stayed on the blue light as it 
swirled into a hypnotic, hovering orb. 

“Now close your eyes and say your wish out loud,” the Dean wheedled. 

Sophie closed her eyes. “I will do anything to see my mother again,” she 
rasped, trying to ignore Agatha’s cries. 

“Mean it,” the Dean said wolfishly. “The wish only works if you mean 
it.” 

Sophie gritted her teeth. “/ will do anything to see my mother again. ’ 

Then there was silence, for even Agatha had gone quiet. 

Sophie peeked open her eyes to see the orb begin to spin in midair, 
expelling a sweep of eerie blue light. Inch by inch, the light morphed and 
sculpted, taking on dimension, until Sophie staggered back, seeing a human 
phantom take form. Two ghostly, delicate bare feet floated above the navy 
grass. Sophie’s eyes slowly moved up the billowing blue robes, the pale 
stick-thin limbs angled from its sleeves, the long white-swan neck ... and 
then a face that could have been a mirror, with ageless vanilla skin, a small 
rounded nose, and cool green eyes. The ghost smiled lovingly at her, and 
Sophie fell to her knees. 

“Mother?” she whispered. “Is it really you?” 

“Kiss me, Sophie,” her mother said, her voice distant and foggy. “Kiss 
me, and bring back a life. That is the only price I ask.” 

“Bring back a 1-1-life?” Sophie stammered. 

Behind her, Agatha screamed until her voice broke— 
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“Just as once upon a time, you were brought back to life by your friend’s 
kiss. A kiss of love,” Sophie’s mother said. “But that ending didn’t last, did 
it? Now it’s your turn to find your real true love.” 

“But no one loves me,” Sophie breathed. “Not even Agatha.” 

“I love you, Sophie. But you don’t have to end like me,” consoled her 
mother. “For there is someone who loves you more than Agatha ever did. 
Someone who loves you for who you really are.” 

Agatha frantically chewed her willow-bark gag— 

“Is ıt you? Are you my true love?” Sophie asked her mother, eyes wide. 

Her mother smiled. “You’ll just have to trust me.” 

“I do trust you,” said Sophie, tears running. “You’re the only one who 
knows who I am.” 

“Then kiss me, Sophie, and do not break it,” Sophie’s mother warned. 
“Break the kiss, and you will lose your last chance at love.” 

Agatha bit harder on the gagging branch, trying to snap it— 

Sophie stepped towards her mother’s ghost, heart hammering. 

Agatha felt the willow splinter— 

“Kiss me now, Sophie,” said her mother. “Before it’s too late.” 

Agatha spit out the gag. “SOPHIE, DON’T!” she screamed— 

But in the waning moonlight, Sophie pressed her lips to her mother’s, 
Sophie’s face softening, glowing with the faith that happiness was coming 
... that this, her very first kiss, would at last bring her the end she deserved 


But then the kiss turned colder, harder, and Sophie saw her mother’s 
phantom face shriveling and rotting as if turning a thousand years old, its 
skin flaking off a maggoty, pockmarked skull. Alarmed, Sophie wanted to 
break away but, remembering her mother’s warning, held her lips to the icy 
chill, praying for love that would never leave her, love deeper than a 
prince’s or a friend’s. Slowly, the skin started to firm over like white 
marble, as the face lost its phantom glow, smoothing younger, younger ... 
until Sophie jolted with recognition, and stumbled back, a boy’s real lips 
parting from hers. 

Bare, ivory-fleshed feet stepped onto the ground, dark-blue grass 
prickling between the toes. The School Master raised his head, unmasked in 
his draping blue robes, his young chiseled face flawless and ghostly pale, 
his hair a shock of thick white. 


Agatha and Tedros both quailed breathless against the tree, finding each 
other’s hands beneath their binds. 

Sophie looked up at the School Master, restored to life, more beautiful 
than any boy she’d ever known. “You ... you did all this ...” 

“For you,” the School Master whispered. He touched her cheek with long 
glacial fingers. “I told you, Sophie. You’ll always be mine.” 

“You don’t want him!” Agatha screamed out from the tree. “He’s Evil, 
Sophie! Pure Evil! You can still take it back! It isn’t The End yet!” 

Sophie finally looked at her, tears falling. As she met Agatha’s scared 
eyes, reflecting a venomous villain, the moment was suddenly real. Sophie 
shook her head, heart breaking. Agatha was right ... she had to stop this, 
she had to disavow this Evil, she had to take all of this back ... 

But then Sophie saw her friend’s small hand in the strong, warm palm of 
a prince. 

And she knew there was no Agatha anymore. 

As the School Master pulled her closer into his hard, icy grip, Sophie 
didn’t move. 

Agatha blanched in surprise. 

“What about me?” a voice said. 

The School Master turned to Evelyn, blushing anxiously. “Brought your 
true love back,” she preened. “Just like you asked, Master.” 

“Indeed. No doubt your brother foresaw you’d be useful for this 
purpose.” The School Master grinned, frost-blue eyes meeting hers. 
“Ensuring my true love returned safe and sound.” 

Evelyn smiled back at him proudly. But then her face began to change ... 
as the School Master’s eyes inflamed red, burning deeper into hers. Evelyn 
seized at her heart as if it’d stopped beating, choking a last, empty breath. 

“And now that purpose is fulfilled,” said the School Master, clutching 
Sophie tighter. 

Evelyn fell to the ground, shattering to a thousand dead red butterflies. 
The swarm trapping the Storian shriveled and plummeted too, dropping the 
Storian into the School Master’s ready hands. 

He looked up at Agatha and Tedros bound together to a tree. 

“Now where were we?” 

He released the Storian from his grip, watching the pen somersault to the 
suspended storybook and erase the aborted last words below Agatha and 


Tedros’ kiss. Instantly it conjured a new page, sweeping a brilliant painting 
of Sophie and the School Master’s kiss across it, recarving once bold, 
erased words beneath ... 


THE EN— 


“Sophie, no!” Agatha roared— 

The Storian carved the final, unmistakable letter, and the storybook 
closed, falling gently into the grass with barely a sound. 

Agatha slowly raised her eyes to see the School Master leering at her, his 
arm around Sophie’s waist. 

“One ..., he smiled. 

The two schools above the Forest suddenly rotted vulturous black, 
neither one distinguishable from the other, both darker, scarier than the Evil 
of old— 

“Two...” 

The gap in Halfway Bridge instantly healed, and boys and girls charged 
at each other, weapons drawn, accelerating towards war— 

The School Master grinned at Agatha. “Three.” 

Agatha instantly started to shimmer, about to disappear. 

“Wait!” Tedros screamed into his gag— 

“It’s sending me home!” Agatha shrieked to her prince, her body fading 
faster. “Sophie”s kiss! It’s sending me back home—” She whirled to Sophie, 
hearing a town clock toll, growing closer ... closer ... “Sophie, help me 
stay! Take my hand and help me stay!” 

But Sophie stayed by the School Master’s side, her eyes welling with 
grief. 

“He chose me, Agatha,” she said softly. “And you didn’t.” 

Agatha cried out in horror, her body almost translucent now ... 

“I do believe I owe your dear friend a favor,” the School Master smiled, 
prying off Sophie. “After all, Agatha did take my true love once upon a 
time.” 

The School Master pulled Tedros’ sword from the ground. Terrified, 
Tedros thrashed under his binds. 

Agatha gasped in shock— 


“Fitting,” the School Master mused, inspecting Excalibur. “Dying on 
your father’s sword.” He raised it high over the prince and stabbed, eyes 
flashing red. 

“NO!” Agatha yelled, splintering to light— 

As the blade split open Tedros’ shirt, Agatha seized her prince’s hand, 
and the sword slashed through thin air, Tedros shimmering safe ın Agatha’s 
arms. 

Vanishing home with her stunned prince, Agatha watched the School 
Master sneer at her and clasp Sophie in his cold, stone grip as they floated 
together off the ground, receding towards his tower in the sky. Sophie and 
Agatha locked eyes one last time, but neither screamed for the other. 

Once true loves, two girls now pulled apart like strangers, each in the 
arms ofa boy, Good with Good, Evil with Evil ... 

Both of their wishes granted. 
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Because sometimes, the princess and the witch don’t look like they do in 
fairy tales. 
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Epigraph 


Now, in their love, which was stronger, there were the seeds of hatred and 
fear and confusion growing at the same time: for love can exist with hatred, 
each preying on the other, and this is what gives it its greatest fury. 


T. H. White, The Once and Future King 


IN THE FOREST PRIMEVAL 
A SCHOOL FOR GOOD AND EVIL 
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THE ONLY WAY OUT IS 
THROUGH A FAIRY TALE 
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The Master and the Queen 


Ik is natural to doubt your true love when you do not know if he is young or 
old. 

He certainly looks young, Sophie thought, peering at the lean, shirtless 
boy as he gazed out the tower window, bathed in faded sunlight. Sophie 
studied his hairless white skin and snug black breeches, his thick spiked 
hair the color of snow, his tight-veined arms, his glacier-blue eyes. .. . He 
didn’t look a day more than sixteen. And yet somewhere within this 
beautiful stranger was a soul older than sixteen—much, much older than 
sixteen. For the last three weeks, then, Sophie had refused his ring. How 
could she bond herself to a boy with the School Master inside of him? 





And yet the more Sophie looked at him, the more she couldn’t see the 
School Master. All Sophie could see was a fresh, ethereal youth asking for 
her hand, with sharp cheekbones and full lips—more handsome than a 
prince, more powerful than a prince, and unlike Prince You-Know-Who, 
this boy was hers. 

Sophie reddened, remembering she was all alone in this world. 
Everyone else had abandoned her. Every desperate effort to be Good had 
been punished with betrayal. She had no family, no friends, no future. And 
now, this ravishing boy in front of her was her last hope for love. Panic 
burned through her muscles and dried out her throat. There was no choice 
anymore. Sophie swallowed and slowly stepped towards him. 

Look at him. He's no older than you, she soothed herself. The boy of 
your dreams. She reached shaking fingers for his bare shoulder . . . until she 
suddenly froze in her tracks. /f was only magic that had brought this boy to 
life, she thought, pulling her hand back into her sleeve. But how long does 
magic last? 

“You’re asking yourself the wrong questions,” came the smooth voice. 
“Magic thinks nothing of time.” 

Sophie lifted her eyes. The boy didn’t look at her, his focus on the 
sallow sun, barely a force through the morning fog. 

“Since when can you hear my thoughts?” Sophie said, unnerved. 

“T don’t need to hear thoughts to know how a Reader’s mind thinks,” he 
replied. 

Sophie took her place beside him in her black cloak, feeling the chill off 
his marble-colored skin. She thought of Tedros’ skin, always sweaty and 
tan, with the warmth of a bear’s. A hot flash bolted through her body—rage 
or regret or something in between. She forced herself closer to the boy, her 
arm brushing his pale chest. 

He still didn’t look at her. 

“What is 1t?” Sophie asked. 

“The sun,” he said, watching it flicker through the mist. “Every day it 
rises weaker than the one before.” 

“If only you had power to make the sun shine too,” Sophie murmured. 
“Every day could be a tea party.” 

The boy shot her a sour glare. Sophie stiffened, reminded that unlike her 
once Good best friend, her new suitor was neither Good nor friendly. She 


quickly looked back out the window, shivering at an icy breeze. “Oh for 
heaven’s sake, suns weaken in the winter. Don’t need a sorcerer to know 
that.” 

“Perhaps it takes a Reader to explain this too,” he replied, sweeping to 
the white stone table in the corner, where a long, knife-sharp pen, shaped 
like a knitting needle, hovered over an open storybook. Sophie turned to the 
book, glimpsing the colors of the last page: her painted self kissing the 
School Master back to youth as her best friend vanished home with a 
prince. 


The End 


“Three weeks since the Storian wrote our Never After,” said the boy. 
“Within days, it should have begun a new story with love on Evil’s side 
now. Love that will destroy Good, one fairy tale at a time. Love that turns 
the pen into Evil’s weapon instead of its curse.” His eyes narrowed to slits. 
“Instead it reopens the book it just closed and stays there, hanging over The 
End like a play whose curtain won’t shut.” 

Sophie couldn’t look away from Agatha and Tedros on the page, 
embracing lovingly as they disappeared. Sophie’s gut twisted, her face 
searing hot— “Here,” she croaked, slamming the cover down on them, and 
shoving the cherry-red storybook next to The Frog Prince, Cinderella, 
Rapunzel, and the rest of the Storian’s finished tales. Her heartbeat calmed. 
“Curtain shut.” 

Instantly the book ricocheted off the shelf and smashed into her face, 
knocking her against the wall, before it flew onto the stone table, swinging 
open to the last page once more. The Storian glimmered defiantly above it. 

“This is no accident,” spoke the boy, stalking towards Sophie as she 
rubbed her stinging cheek. “The Storian keeps our world alive by writing 
new stories, and at the moment, it has no intention of moving on from your 
story. And as long as the pen does not move on to a new story, the sun dies, 
day by day, until the Woods go dark and it is The End for us all.” 

Sophie looked up at him, silhouetted by the weak light. “But—but what 
is it waiting for?” 

He leaned in and touched her neck, his fingers frigid on her peach- 
cream skin. Sophie recoiled, jamming into the bookshelf. The boy smiled 


and drew closer, blocking out the sun. “I’m afraid it has doubts whether I’m 
your true love,” he cooed. “It has doubts whether you’ve committed to Evil. 
It has doubts whether your friend and her prince should be gone forever.” 

Sophie slowly gazed up at the black shadow. 

“It meaning you,” said the School Master, holding out his hand. 

Sophie looked down to see the ring of gold in his cold, young palm and 
her terrified face in its reflection. 


Three weeks before, Sophie had kissed the School Master into a boy and 
banished her best friend home. For a moment, she’d felt the relief of victory 
as Agatha silently disappeared with Tedros. Her best friend may have 
chosen a prince over her, but there was no such thing as a prince in 
Gavaldon. Agatha would die an ordinary girl, with an ordinary boy, while 
she basked in Ever After, far, far away. Wrapped in the arms of her true 
love, soaring towards his silver tower in the sky, Sophie waited to feel 
happy. She’d won her fairy tale and winning was supposed to mean 
happiness. 

But as they landed in his murky, stone chamber, Sophie started to shake. 
Agatha was gone. Her best friend. Her soulmate. And with her, she’d taken 
a boy who Sophie had grown close to in so many forms: when she was a 
girl, when she was a boy, when he was her true love, when he was just her 
friend. Agatha had won Tedros, the only boy Sophie ever truly knew; 
Tedros had won Agatha, the one person Sophie never thought she’d live 
without. And Sophie had won a beautiful boy of whom she knew nothing, 
except the dark depths of his evil. As the School Master moved towards her, 
young as a prince, with a cocky smile, Sophie knew she’d made a mistake. 

Only it’d been too late to turn back. Through the window, Sophie 
glimpsed Agatha’s vanishing embers, the castles rotting vulturous black, 
boys and girls smashing into vicious war, teachers firing spells at students, 
at each other. .. . Stunned, she’d twirled to the School Master—only to see 
the frost-haired boy on one knee before her, ring in hand. Take it, he’d said, 
and two years of war would cease. No more Good versus Evil. No more 
Boys versus Girls. Instead, only indisputable Evil: a School Master and his 
queen. Take the ring, the beautiful boy said, and she would have her happy 
ending at last. 

Sophie didn’t. 


The School Master left her alone in the tower, sealing the window so 
she couldn’t escape. Every morning when the clock struck ten, he came and 
asked again, his young, sinewy body inexplicably clad in different clothes 
—one day a lace-up shirt, the next day a draping tunic or tight vest or 
ruffled collar—and his cloud-white hair just as fickle, whether sleeked or 
tousled or curled. He brought gifts too: exquisite jeweled gowns, luscious 
bouquets, lavender perfumes, vials of creams and soaps and herbs, always 
anticipating her next wish. Still Sophie shook her head each time and then 
he’d be gone without a word, scowling with teenage sulk. She’d stay there, 
trapped in his chamber alone, with the company of his fairy-tale library and 
his old blue robes and silver mask abandoned like relics to hooks on a wall. 
Food would appear magically three times a day at the moment she felt 
hungry, and precisely what she was craving, in perfect portions on plates 
made of bone—steamed vegetables, steamed fruit, steamed fish, and the 
occasional bowl of bacon and beans (she couldn’t shake the cravings from 
her time as a boy). When night fell, a giant bed would materialize in the 
chamber, with velvet sheets the color of blood and a white lace canopy. At 
first, Sophie couldn’t sleep, petrified he would come in the dark. But he 
never returned until the next morning for their silent ritual of ring and 
refusal. 

By the second week, Sophie began to wonder what had happened to the 
schools. Had her rejections prolonged the war between boys and girls? Had 
she cost any lives? She tried to ask what had become of her friends—of 
Hester, Dot, Anadil, Hort—but he answered no questions, as if the ring was 
the price of moving forward. 

Today was the first day he’d even spoken since he brought her here. 
Now, standing beside him in the glow of a dying sun, Sophie saw she could 
no longer delay without consequence. The time had come for her to seal her 
ending with him or slowly fade into death too. The gold ring sparkled 
brighter in the School Master’s hand, promising new life. Sophie looked up 
at the bare-chested boy, praying to see a reason to take it... and saw 
nothing but a stranger. “I can’t,” she breathed, shrinking against a shelf. “I 
don’t know the first thing about you.” 

The School Master stared at her, square jaw flexing, and put the ring 
back into his breeches. “What is it you would like to know?” 


“For one thing, your name,” Sophie said. “If I’m going to stay here with 
you, Ineed something to call you.” 

“The teachers call me ‘Master.’” 

“T'm not calling you ‘Master,’” Sophie snapped. 

He gritted his teeth about to fire back, but Sophie wasn’t cowed. 
“Without me, your Never After doesn’t exist,” she preempted, voice rising. 
“You’re nothing but a boy—a well-built, virile, obscenely handsome boy— 
but still, a boy. You can’t lord over me. You can’t scare me into true love. I 
don’t care if you’re gorgeous or rich or powerful. Tedros had all of those 
things and la-di-da, didn’t that turn out well. I deserve someone who makes 
me happy. At least as happy as Agatha and Agatha doesn’t have to call 
Tedros ‘Prince’ for the rest of her life, does she? Because Tedros has a 
name, like every boy in the world, and so do you and I will call you by it if 
you expect me to actually give you a chance.” 

The School Master swelled crimson, but Sophie was breathing flames 
now. “That's right. m in charge now. You might be the Master of this 
infernal school, but you are not my Master and you never will be. You said 
it yourself: the Storian won’t write because it is waiting for my choice, not 
yours. I choose whether I take your ring. I choose whether this is The End. I 
choose whether this world lives or dies. And I’m happy to watch it burn to 
dust if you expect a slave instead of a queen.” 

The School Master glowered at her, veins pulsing beneath his ghost- 
white neck. He bit his lip so hard Sophie thought he was about to eat her 
and she stepped back in horror, only to see him slacken with an angry pant 
and look away. Then he was quiet for a very long time, his fists clenched. 

“Rafal,” he mumbled. “My name is Rafal.” 

Rafal, Sophie thought, astonished. In an instant, she saw him anew: the 
callow milk of his skin, the adolescent sparkle in his eyes, the erect puff to 
his chest, matching the storm and youth of a name. Rafal. What is it about a 
name that gives us a story to believe in? 

She suddenly felt the blush of desire, craving to touch him . . . until she 
remembered what choosing him would mean. This was a boy who’d 
butchered his own blood in the name of Evil and he believed her capable of 
the same. Sophie held herself back. 

“What was your brother’s name?” she asked. 


He spun, eyes aflame. “I don’t see how that will help you get to know 
me any better.” 

Sophie didn’t press the point. Then behind him, she noticed the fog 
abating, revealing a greenish haze over two black castles in the distance. It 
was the first time in three weeks he’d unsealed the window long enough for 
her to see through. But both schools seemed dead quiet, no sign of life on 
any of the roofs or balconies. “W-w-where is everyone?” she sputtered, 
squinting at the healed Bridge between the castles. “What happened to the 
girls? The boys were going to kill them—” 

“A queen would have the right to ask me questions about the school she 
rules,” he said. “You are not a queen yet.” 

Sophie cleared her throat, noticing the bulge of the ring in his tight 
pocket. “Um, why do you keep changing clothes? It’s . . . strange.” 

For the first time, the boy seemed uncomfortable. “Given your refusals, 
I assumed dressing like the princes you chase would move things along.” 
He scratched his rippled stomach. “Then I remembered the son of Arthur 
wasn’t fond of shirts.” 

Sophie snorted, trying to ignore his perfect torso. “Didn’t think the all- 
powerful were capable of self-doubt.” 

“If I was all-powerful, I could make you love me,” he growled. 

Sophie heard the petulance in his voice and for a moment saw an 
ordinary boy, lovesick and striving for a girl he couldn’t have. Then she 
remembered this was no ordinary boy. “No one can make anyone love 
them,” she hit back. “I learned that lesson harder than anyone. Besides, 
even if you could make me love you, you could never love me. You can’t 
love anything. Not if you embrace Evil as a choice. It’s why your brother is 
dead.” 

“And yet, I’m alive because of true love’s kiss,” he said. 

“You tricked me into 1t—” 

“You never broke your grip.” 

Sophie blanched. “Pd never kiss you and mean it!” 

“Oh? For me to return to life, to return to youth . . . the kiss had to go 
both ways, didn’t it?” He looked into Sophie’s stunned face and grinned. 
“Surely your best friend taught you that.” 

Sophie said nothing, the truth extinguishing her fight. Just as Agatha 
once could have taken Tedros’ hand before she chose Sophie instead, 


Sophie too could have sent the School Master back to the grave. But here 
they were, both beautiful and young, victims of a kiss she was trying to 
deny. Why had she held on to him that night? Sophie asked herself. Even 
once she knew it was him she was kissing? Looking up at the porcelain boy, 
she thought of everything he’d done to win her, across death and time... 
his unyielding faith that he could make her happy, beyond any family, 
friend, or prince. He had come for her when no one else wanted her. He had 
believed in her when no one else did. Sophie’s voice clumped in her throat. 
“Why do you want me so much?” she rasped. 

He stared at her, the clamp of his jaw easing, his lips falling open 
slightly. For a moment, Sophie thought he looked the way Tedros did when 
he let down his guard—a lost boy playing at a grown-up. “Because once 
upon a time, I was just like you,” he said softly. He blinked fast, falling into 
memory. “I tried to love my brother. I tried to escape my fate. I even 
thought I’d found—” He caught himself. “But it only led to more pain... 
more Evil. Just as every time you seek love, it leads you to the same. Your 
mother, your father, your best friend, your prince .. . The more you chase 
the light, the more darkness you find. And yet still you doubt your place in 
Evil.” 

Sophie tensed as he gently lifted her chin. “For thousands of years, 
Good has told us what love is. Both you and I have tried to love in their 
way, only to suffer pain,” he said. “But what if there’s a different kind of 
love? A darker love that turns pain into power. A love that can only be 
understood by the two who share it. That’s why you held our kiss, Sophie. 
Because I see you for who you really are and love you for it when no one 
else can. Because what we’ve sacrificed for each other is beyond what 
Good can even fathom. It doesn’t matter if they don’t call it love. We know 
it is, Just as we know the thorns are as much a part of the rose as the petals.” 
He leaned in, lips caressing her ear. “I am the mirror of your soul, Sophie. 
To love me is to love yourself,” he whispered. Then he raised her hand to 
his mouth and kissed it like a prince, before he gently let it go. 

Sophie’s heart wrenched so sharply she thought he’d torn it out of her. 
She’d never felt so naked in her life and huddled tighter into her black 
cloak. Then little by little, staring into the harsh symmetry of his face, 
Sophie felt her breath come back, a strange safe warmth flooding her core. 
He understood her, this dark-souled boy, and in the sapphire facets of his 


eyes, she suddenly saw how deep they went. She shook her head, rattled. “I 
don’t even know if you’re really a boy.” 

He smiled at her. “If your fairy tale has taught you one lesson, Sophie, it 
is that things are only as you see.” 

Sophie frowned. “I don’t understand—” she started . . . but somewhere 
in her soul she did. 

The boy looked out at the sun, frail and hazy over his school, and 
Sophie knew that the time for questions was over. As he slid his hand into 
his pocket, Sophie could feel her whole body trembling, as if pulled 
towards a waterfall she wouldn’t escape. 

“Will we be as happy as Tedros and Agatha?” she pressed, voice 
cracking. 

“You must trust your story, Sophie. It has come to The End for a 
reason.” He turned to her. “But now it’s time for you to believe it.” 

Sophie looked down at the gold circle in his hand, breaths growing 
faster, faster... . With a shudder, she pushed him away. He reached for her 
and Sophie shoved him against the wall, pinning her own palm flat against 
his frigid chest. He didn’t resist as Sophie moved her hand over his 
sternum, eyes wild, panting hard. She didn’t know what she was looking for 
until she found it beneath her fingers and froze. Her hand rose and fell on 
his chest, rose and fell, his heart throbbing between them. Slowly Sophie 
looked up at him, drinking in his strong, hopeful beat, no different than her 
own. 

“Rafal,” she whispered, wishing a boy to life. 

His fingertips caressed her face and for the first time, Sophie didn’t 
flinch from the cold. As he drew her in, Sophie felt the doubts melt out of 
her, fear giving way to faith. Black cloak pressed to his white body, like two 
swans in balance, Sophie raised her left hand into the sunlight, steady and 
sure. Then Rafal slipped his ring onto her finger, the warm gold sliding up 
her skin inch by inch, until it fit tight. Sophie let out a gasp and the snow- 
white boy smiled, never breaking his gaze. 

In each other’s arms, Master and Queen turned to the enchanted pen 
over their fairy tale, ready for it to bless their love . . . ready for it to close 
their book at last... 

The pen didn’t move. 

The book stayed open. 


Sophie’s heart stalled. “What happened?” 

She followed Rafal’s eyes to the red-amber sun, which had darkened 
another shade. His face steeled to a deadly mask. “It seems our happy 
ending isn’t the one the pen doubts.” 


After Ever After 


“Y ou don’t know the first thing about me,” Tedros spat, and clubbed his 
princess in the face with a musty pillow. 

Agatha coughed and bashed him with a pillow right back, knocking him 
against her black bed frame, as feathers burst all over him. Reaper leapt 
onto Tedros” face, trying to eat them. “I know too much about you is the 
problem,” Agatha snarled and grabbed at the poorly set bandage under her 
prince’s blue collar. Tedros shoved her away— Agatha tackled him back, 
before Tedros snatched Reaper and threw the cat at her head. Agatha 
ducked and Reaper sailed into the bathroom, flailing bald, wrinkled paws, 
before landing headfirst in the toilet. “If you knew me, you’d know I do 
things myself” Tedros huffed, tightening his shirt laces. 








“You threw my cat at me?” Agatha yelled, launching to her feet. 
“Because I’m trying to save you from gangrene?” 

“That cat is Satan,” Tedros hissed, watching Reaper try to climb out of 
the toilet bowl and slide back down. “And if you knew me, you’d know I 
hate cats.” 

“No doubt you like dogs—wet-mouthed, simple, and now that I think 
about it, a lot like you.” 

Tedros glowered at her. “Getting personal over a bandage, are we?” 

“Three weeks and the wound isn’t healing, Tedros,” Agatha pressed, 
scooping Reaper up and toweling him off with her sleeve. “It'll fester if I 
don’t treat it—” 

“Maybe they do it differently in graveyards, but where I come from, a 
bandage does the trick.” 

“A bandage that looks like it was made by a two-year-old?” Agatha 
mocked. 

“You try getting stabbed with your own sword as you’re vanishing,” 
said Tedros. “You’re lucky I’m even alive—one more second and he’d have 
run me through—” 


“One more second and I’d have remembered what an ape you are and 
left you behind.” 

“As if you could find a boy in this rat trap town better than me.” 

“At this point, Pd trade you for a little space and quiet—” 

“T’d trade you for a decent meal and a warm bath!” Tedros boomed. 

Agatha glared at him, Reaper shivering in her arms. Finally Tedros 
exhaled, looking ashamed. He stripped off his shirt, spread out his arms, 
and sat on the bed. “Have at it, princess.” 

For the next ten minutes, neither spoke as Agatha rinsed the four-inch 
gash across her prince’s chest with rose oil, witch hazel, and a dash of white 
peony from her mother’s cart of herbal potions. Thinking about how Tedros 
earned the wound, a hairbreadth from his heart, made Agatha’s stomach 
chill, and she forced her focus back to her task. She didn’t need to think 
about it—not when the screaming nightmares did the job of reminding her 
well enough. The School Master turning young . . . grinning at Tedros, 
bound to a tree . . . eyes flashing red as he stabbed . . . How Tedros didn’t 
have nightmares about their last moments at school, Agatha couldn’t grasp, 
but maybe that was the difference between a prince and a Reader. To a boy 
from the Woods, every day that didn’t end in death was a good one. 

Agatha sprinkled boiled turmeric on his wound and Tedros clenched 
with low moans. “Told you it wasn’t healing,” she murmured. 

Tedros gave her a lion’s growl and turned away. “Your mother hates me. 
That’s why she’s never home.” 

“She’s busy looking for patients,” said Agatha, rubbing the yellow 
powder in. “Have to eat, don’t we?” 

“Then why does she leave her medicine cart here?” 

Agatha’s hand paused on Tedros’ chest. She’d been asking herself the 
same question about her mother’s long disappearances. Agatha rubbed 
harder and her prince winced. “Look, for the last time, she doesn’t hate 
you.” 

“We’ve been trapped in this house for three weeks, Agatha. I eat all her 
food, am crap at cleaning, tend to clog the toilet, and she keeps seeing us 
fighting. If she doesn’t hate me, she will soon.” 

“She just thinks you’re a complication to an already complicated 
situation.” 


“Agatha, there is an entire town out there that will kill us on sight. 
There’s nothing complicated about it,” Tedros argued, sitting up on his 
knees. “Listen, I’ll be sixteen in a month. That means I take over Camelot 
as king from my father’s council. Sure, the kingdom’s broke, half the 
people are gone, and the place is in shambles, but we’ll change all that! 
That’s where we belong, Agatha. Why can’t we go back—” 

“You know why, Tedros.” 

“Right. Because you don’t want to leave your mother forever. Because I 
don’t have a family anymore and you do,” he said, looking away. 

Agatha’s neck rashed red. “Tedros—” 

“You don’t need to explain,” her prince said quietly. “If my father was 
still alive, I’d never leave him either.” 

Agatha moved closer to him. He still didn’t look at her. “Tedros, if your 
kingdom needs you . . . you should go back,” she forced herself to say. 

Her prince sighed. “I’d never leave you, Agatha.” He pulled at a thread 
in his dirty socks. “Couldn’t even if I wanted to. Only way back into the 
Woods is to make the wish together.” 

Agatha went rigid. He’d thought about leaving her behind? She 
swallowed hard and grasped his arm. “I can’t go back, Tedros. Terrible 
things happen to us in the Woods,” she rasped anxiously. “We were lucky to 
escape—” 

“You call this ‘lucky’?” He finally looked at her. “How long can we stay 
trapped in this house, Agatha? How long can we be prisoners?” 

Agatha tensed. She knew he deserved answers, but she still didn’t have 
them. “It doesn't matter where your Ever After is, does it? It just matters 
who you’re with,” she said, trying to sound hopeful. “Surely a teacher said 
that once.” 

Tedros didn’t smile. Agatha lurched up and ripped a strip from a clean 
towel hanging on the bedpost. Tedros flopped back onto the bed, arms 
splayed cactus-style, and lapsed into silence, as Agatha bound his wound 
tight with the cloth. 

“Sometimes I miss Filip,” he said softly. 

Agatha looked at him, startled. Tedros turned pink and picked at his 
nails. “It’s stupid, given all he did to us—or she . . . or whatever. I should 
hate him—her, I mean. But boys get each other in a way girls can’t. Even if 
he wasn’t really a boy.” Tedros saw Agatha’s face. “Forget it.” 





“You really think I don’t know you?” Agatha asked, hurt. 

Tedros held his breath a moment, as if contemplating whether to be 
honest or to lie. “It’s just . . . those first two years, we were chasing the idea 
of being together, rather than actually being together. I got to know Filip 
better than I ever got to know you: staying up past curfew together, stealing 
lamb chops from the Supper Hall, or even just sitting on a rooftop and 
talking—you know, about our families or what we’re afraid of or what kind 
of pie we like. Doesn't matter how it all turned out, really... . He was my 
first real friend.” Tedros couldn’t look at Agatha. “You and I never even got 
to be friends. Don’t even have nicknames for each other. With you, it was 
always stolen moments and faith that love would somehow be enough. And 
now, here we are, three weeks cooped up in a house, no time alone or room 
to go for a walk or a hunt or a swim, and then sleeping, eating, breathing 
with the other person hovering around like a keeper, and still we feel like 
strangers. I’ve never felt so o/d.” He glimpsed Agatha’s face. “Oh come on, 
surely you feel it too. We’re like fusty married saps. Every tiny thing that 
bothers you about me must be magnified a thousand times.” 

Agatha tried to look understanding. “What bothers you about me?” 

“Oh let’s not play this game,” Tedros puffed, rolling onto his stomach. 

“T want to know. What bothers you about me?” 

Her prince didn’t answer. Agatha flicked hot turmeric onto his back. 

Tedros flipped over angrily. “First off, you treat me like I’m an idiot.” 

“That’s not true—” 

Tedros frowned at her. “Do you want to know or not?” 

Agatha folded her arms. 

“You treat me like I’m an idiot,” Tedros repeated. “You pretend to be 
busy every time I attempt conversation. You act like it’s easy for me to give 
up my home, even though a princess is supposed to follow her prince. You 
clump around the house in those horrible shoes like an elephant, you leave 
the floor wet after your baths, you never even try to smile these days, and if 
I question anything you say or do, you give me this attitude that I shouldn’t 
dare challenge you because you're just so...so...” 

“So what?” Agatha glared. 

“Good,” said Tedros. 

“My turn,” said Agatha. “First off, you act like you’re my captive, as if I 
kidnapped you away from your best friend, who doesn’t even exist—” 


“Now you’re just being spiteful—” 

“You make me feel guilty for bringing you here, as if I shouldn’t have 
saved your life. You act like you’re all sensitive and chivalrous and then 
declare things like a princess should ‘follow’ her prince. You’re impulsive, 
you sweat too much, you make sweeping generalizations about things you 
know nothing about, and whenever you knock things over, which is often, 
you blame my house instead of yourself—” 

“There’s barely any room to walk—” 

“You’re used to living in a castle! With west wings and throne rooms 
and pretty little maids,” Agatha snapped. “Well, we’re not in a castle, oh 
princely one—we’re in real life. Have you thought that maybe I’m 
spending all my time worrying about keeping us alive? Have you thought 
that maybe I’m trying to figure out how to make our happy ending happy 
and that’s why I’m not spending all my time smiling like a clown and 
having deep conversations over cappuccino? Of course not, because you’re 
Tedros of Camelot, handsomest boy in the Woods and god forbid he feel 
old!” 

Tedros cocked a grin. “That handsome, am I?” 

“Even Sophie was more tolerable than you!” Agatha yelled into a 
pillow. “And she tried to kill me! Twice?” 

“So go into the Woods and get your Sophie back!” Tedros retorted. 

“Why don’t you go and get your Filip back!” Agatha barked— 

Then slowly, they both blushed to silence, realizing they were talking 
about the same person. 

Tedros slid next to his princess and put his arms around her waist. 
Agatha gave in to his tight, warm hug, trying not to cry. 

“What happened to us?” she whispered. 





When Agatha rescued Tedros from the School Master, she thought she’d 
found the way out of her fairy tale. She’d escaped death, saved her prince, 
and left the Woods behind, with her lying, betraying best friend still in it. 
As she clutched her true love, haloed by the white light between worlds, 
Agatha breathed in the relief of Ever After. She had Tedros at last—Tedros 
who loved her as much as she loved him . . . Tedros whose kiss she could 
still taste... Tedros who would make her happy forever... 
Agatha smashed face-first into a wall of dirt. 


Dazed, she’d opened her eyes to pitch darkness, her body on top of her 
prince’s in Gavaldon’s snowy cemetery. In an instant, she remembered all 
she’d once left behind in this tiny village: a broken promise to Stefan to 
bring his daughter home, the Elders’ threat to kill her, the stories of witches 
once burned in a square. .. . Relax. This is our happy ending, she’d soothed 
herself, her breath settling. Nothing bad can happen anymore. 

Agatha squinted and saw the slope of a roof atop the snow-capped hill, 
shaped like a witch’s hat. Her heart had swelled at the thought of being 
home once and for all, of seeing her mother’s euphoric face. . . . She looked 
down at her prince with an impish grin. Jf she doesn t have a stroke first. 

“Tedros, wake up,” she’d whispered. He’d stayed limp in her arms in 
his black Trial cloak, the only sounds coming from a few crows pecking at 
grave worms and a weak torch crackling over the gate. She grabbed her 
prince by the shirt strings to shake him, but her hands were flecked with 
something warm and sticky. Slowly Agatha raised them into the torchlight. 

Blood. 

She’d dashed frantically between jagged graves and sharp-edged weeds, 
clumps crunching through powdery snow, before she saw the house ahead, 
none of its usual candles lit over the porch. Agatha turned the doorknob 
slowly, but the hinges squeaked and a body bolted out of bed, tangled in 
sheets like a bumbling ghost. Finally Callis’ head poked through, her big 
bug eyes blinking wide. For a split second, she colored with happiness, 
reunited with her daughter who’d been gone for so long. Then she saw the 
panic in Agatha’s face and went pale. “D-d-did anyone see you?” Callis 
stammered. Agatha shook her head. Her mother smiled with relief and 
rushed to embrace her, before she saw her daughter’s face hadn’t changed. 
Callis froze, her smile gone. “What have you done?” she gasped. 

Together, they’d fumbled down Graves Hill, Callis in her saggy black 
nightgown, Agatha leading her back to Tedros. Plowing through snow, they 
lugged him home, each grappling one of his arms. Agatha peeked up at her 
mother, just an older version of herself with helmet-black hair and pasty 
skin, waiting for her to balk at the sight of a real-life prince—but Callis’ 
pupils stayed locked on the darkened town below. Agatha couldn’t worry to 
ask why. Right now, saving her prince was the only thing that mattered. 

As soon as they pulled him through the door, her mother lay Tedros on 
the rug and slit open his wet shirt, the prince unconscious and covered with 


cockleburs, while Agatha lit the fireplace. When Agatha turned back, she 
nearly fainted. The sword wound in Tedros’ chest was so deep she could 
almost see the pulsing of his heart. 

Agatha’s eyes filled with tears. “H-h-he’ll be okay, won’t he? He has to 





be 

“Too late to numb him,” said Callis, rifling through drawers for thread. 

“I had to bring him, Mother—I couldn’t lose him—” 

“We’ll talk later,” Callis said so sharply Agatha shrank to the wall. 
Crouched over the prince, her mother made it five stitches in, barely closing 
the wound, before Tedros roused suddenly with a cry of pain, saw the 
needle in a stranger’s hand, and grabbed the nearest broomstick, threatening 
to bash her head in if she got an inch closer. 

He and Callis had never quite seen eye to eye after that. 

Somehow Agatha sweet-talked Tedros into sleeping, and that next 
morning, while he snuffled shallow breaths, his stitches half-done, Callis 
took her daughter into the kitchen, hanging a black sheet to close off the 
bedroom. Agatha had sensed the tension immediately. 

“Look, first time we met, he threatened to kill me too,” she’d cracked, 
pulling two iron plates from the cupboard. “He’ll grow on you, I promise.” 

Callis ladled foggy stew from the cauldron into a bowl. “PI sew him a 
new shirt before he leaves.” 

“Uh, Mother, there’s a real-life prince from magical fairy land sleeping 
on our floor and you’re worrying about his shirt?” Agatha said, perching on 
a creaky stool. “Forget that the sight of me within a hundred feet of a boy 
should be cause for a town parade or that you’ve been telling me fairy tales 
are real from the day I was born. Don’t you want to know who he is—” 
Agatha’s eyes widened. “Wait. Before he leaves? Tedros is staying in 
Gavaldon ... forever.” 

Callis put the bowl in front of Agatha. “No one likes toad soup cold.” 

Agatha bucked up. “Look, I know it’s crowded with him here. But 
Tedros and I can get work in the village. Think about it, if we save up 
enough, maybe we can all move to a bigger house, maybe even something 
in the cottage lanes.” Agatha grinned. “Imagine, Mother, we could actually 
have living neighbors—” 

Callis fixed her with a cold, brown stare and Agatha stopped talking. 
She followed her mother’s eyes to the small, slime-crusted window over the 


sink. Agatha pushed out of her chair, bowl untouched, and grabbed a wet 
dishtowel from the rack. Pressing against the glass, she scraped at the gray 
smear of dust, grease, and mildew, until a stream of sunlight pierced 
through. Agatha backed away in surprise. 

Down the snow-coated hill, bright red flags billowed from every 
lamppost in the square: 
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“Witch?” Agatha choked, gaping at a hundred reflections of her own 
face. Beyond the square, the colorful storybook houses, decimated by 
attacks from the Woods, had been rebuilt as monotonous stone bunkers. A 
phalanx of guards in long black cloaks and black-iron masks carried spears, 
patrolling the cottage lanes and forest perimeter. Dread rising, Agatha’s 
eyes slowly fell on the spot where her and Sophie”s statues once glistened 
near the crooked clock tower. Now there was only a raised wooden stage, 
with a giant pyre made of birches, two flaming torches fixed to the 
scaffolding, and a banner of her and Sophie’s faces hanging between them. 


Agatha’s stomach dropped. She’d escaped a public execution at school 
only to find one at home. 

“I warned you, Agatha,” her mother said behind her. “The Elders 
believed Sophie a witch who brought the attacks from the Woods. They 
ordered you not to go after her the night they surrendered her to the 
attackers. The moment you disobeyed them, you became a witch too.” 

Agatha turned, her legs jellying. “So they want to burn me?” 

“If you’d come back alone, the Elders might have spared you.” Callis 
was sitting at the table, head in hands. “You could have taken punishment, 
like I did for letting you escape.” 

A chill went up Agatha’s spine. She looked at her mother, but there 
were no wounds or marks on her hooked-nose face or gangly arms; all her 
fingers and toes were intact. “What did they do to you?” Agatha asked, 
terrified. 

“Nothing that compares to what they’ll do to you both when they find 
him.” Callis looked up, eyelids raw. “The Elders always despised us, 
Agatha. How could you be so stupid to bring someone back from the 
Woods?” 

“The s-s-storybook said ‘The End,’” Agatha stuttered. “You said it 
yourself—if our book says ‘The End,” this has to be our happy ending—” 

“Happy ending? With him?” Callis blurted, jolting to her feet. “There is 
a reason the worlds are separate, Agatha. There is a reason the worlds must 
be separate. He will never be happy here! You are a Reader and he is a—” 

Callis stopped and Agatha stared at her. Callis quickly turned to the sink 
and pumped water into a kettle. 

“Mother... ,” Agatha said, suddenly feeling cold. “How do you know 
what a Reader is?” 

“Mmm, can’t hear you, dear.” 

“A Reader,” Agatha stressed over the strident cranks. “How do you 
know that word—” 

Callis pumped louder. “Must have seen it in a book, I’m sure...” 

“Book? What book—” 

“One of the storybooks, dear.” 

Of course, Agatha sighed, trying to relax. Her mother had always 
seemed to know things about the fairy-tale world—like all parents in 
Gavaldon who had feverishly bought storybooks from Mr. Deauville’s 


Storybook Shop, hunting for clues about the children kidnapped by the 
School Master. One of the books must have mentioned it, Agatha told 
herself. That’s why she called me a Reader. That’s why she wasn’t surprised 
by a prince. 

But as Agatha glanced up at Callis, back to her, pumping water into the 
kettle, Agatha noticed that the pot was already full and overflowing into the 
sink. She watched her mother staring off into space, hands clenched, 
pumping water faster, faster, as if pumping memories away with it. Slowly 
Agatha’s heart started to constrict in her chest, until she felt that cold 
sensation deepening . . . whispering that the reason her mother wasn’t fazed 
by Tedros’ appearance wasn’t because she’d read storybooks . . . but 
because she knew what it was like to live through one... 

“He returns to the Woods as soon as he wakes,” Callis said, releasing 
the pump. 

Agatha wrenched out of her thoughts. “The Woods? Tedros and I barely 
escaped alive—and you want us to go back?” 

“Not you,” said Callis, still turned. “Him.” 

Agatha flared in shock. “Only someone who’s never experienced true 
love could say such a thing.” 

Callis froze. The skeleton clock ticked through the loaded silence. 

“You really believe this is your happy ending, Agatha?” Callis said, not 
looking at her. 

“It has to be, Mother. Because I won’t leave him again. And I won’t 
leave you,” Agatha begged. “I thought maybe I could be happy in the 
Woods, that I could run away from real life... but I can’t. I never wanted a 
fairy tale. All I ever wanted was to wake up every day right here, knowing I 
had my mother and my best friend. How could I know that friend would 
end up being a prince?” Agatha dabbed at her eyes. “You don’t know what 
we’ ve been through to find each other. You don’t know the Evil that we left 
behind. I don’t care if Tedros and I have to stay trapped in this house for a 
hundred years. At least we’re together. At least we’ll be happy. You just 
have to give us the chance.” 

Quiet fell in the sooty kitchen. 

Callis turned to her daughter. “And Sophie?” 

Agatha’s voice went cold. “Gone.” 





Her mother gazed at her. The town clock tolled faintly from the square, 
before the wind drowned it out. Callis picked up the kettle and moved to the 
wooden stove. Agatha held her breath, watching her spark a flame beneath 
the pot and stew a few wormroot leaves in, circling her ladle again and 
again, long after the leaves had dissolved. 

“I suppose we’ll need eggs,” said her mother at last. “Princes don’t eat 
toads.” 

Agatha almost collapsed in relief. “Oh thank you thank you thank you 
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“PI lock you both in when I go to town each morning. The guards 
won’t come here as long as we’re careful.” 

“You'll love him like a son, Mother, you'll see—” Agatha grimaced. 
“Into town? You said you had no patients.” 

“Don’t light the fireplace or open the windows,” ordered Callis, pouring 
two cups of tea. 

“Why won’t the guards come here?” Agatha pushed. “Wouldn’t it be the 
first place they’d check?” 

“And don’t answer the door for a soul.” 

“Wait— what about Stefan?” Agatha asked, brightening. “Surely he can 
talk to the Elders for us—” 

Callis whirled. “Especially not Stefan.” 

Mother and daughter locked stares across the kitchen. 

“Your prince will never belong here, Agatha,” said Callis softly. “No 
one can hide from their fate without a price.” 

There was a fear in her mother’s big owl eyes that Agatha had never 
seen before, as if she was no longer talking about a prince. 

Agatha crossed the kitchen and wrapped her mother in a deep, 
comforting hug. “I promise you. Tedros will be as happy here as I am,” she 
whispered. “And you'll wonder how you ever could have doubted two 
people so in love.” 

A clang and clatter echoed from the bedroom. The curtain drew back 
behind them before collapsing entirely, and Tedros lumbered through, 
groggy, red-eyed, and half-naked with a torn, bloodied piece of bedsheet 
stuck haplessly over his wound. He sat down at the counter, smelled the 
soup and gagged, shoving it aside. “We’ll need a sturdy horse, steel-edged 
sword, and enough bread and meat for a three-day journey.” He looked up 


at Agatha with a sleepy smile. “Hope you said your goodbyes, princess. 
Time to ride to my castle.” 


That first week, Agatha believed this was just another test in their story. It 
was only a matter of time before the pyre came down, the death sentence 
lifted, and Tedros felt at ease with ordinary life. Looking at her handsome, 
teddy-bear prince who she loved so much, she knew that no matter how 
long they stayed in this house, they would still find a way to be happy. 

By the second week, however, the house had started to feel smaller. 
There was never enough food or cups or towels; Reaper and Tedros fought 
like demented siblings; Agatha began to notice her prince’s irritating habits 
(using all the soap, drinking milk out of the jug, exercising every second of 
the day, breathing through his mouth); and Callis had the burden of 
supporting two teenagers who didn’t like to be supported at all. (“School 
was better than this,” Tedros carped, bored to tears. “Let’s go back and you 
can finish getting stabbed,” Agatha replied.) By the third week, Tedros had 
taken to playing rugby against himself, dodging invisible opponents, 
whispering play-by-play, and flinging about like a caged animal, while 
Agatha lay in bed, a pillow over her head, clinging to the hope that 
happiness would fall like a fairy godmother from a star. Instead, it was 
Tedros who fell on her head one day while catching a ball, reopening his 
stitches in the process. Agatha belted him hard with her pillow, Tedros 
clocked her with his, and soon the cat was in the toilet. As they lay on the 
bed, covered in feathers, Reaper dripping in the corner, Agatha’s question 
hung in the air unanswered. 

“What happened to us?” 

As the fourth week went on, Tedros and Agatha stopped spending time 
together. Tedros ceased his manic workouts and sat hunched at the kitchen 
window, unshaven and dirty, silently looking out at the Endless Woods. He 
was homesick, Agatha told herself, just as she’d once been in his world. But 
each day, a darker anguish settled into his face, and she knew it was deeper 
than homesickness—it was the guilt of knowing that somewhere out there, 
in a land far away, there would soon be no new king to take the crown from 
the old. But Agatha had nothing to say to make him feel better, nothing that 
didn’t sound self-serving or trite, and hid beneath her bedcovers, reading 
her old storybooks again and again. 


Gazing at beautiful princesses kissing dashing princes, she wondered 
how her Ever After had gone rancid. All these fairy tales had tied up so 
neatly and satisfyingly . . . while the more she thought about her own, the 
more loose ends seemed to appear. What had happened to her friends: to 
Dot, Hester, Anadil, who had risked their lives for her during the Trial? 
What had happened to the Girls, charging into war against Aric and the 
Boys? Or to Lady Lesso and Professor Dovey, now faced with the School 
Master’s return? Agatha’s chest clamped. What if the School Master started 
kidnapping children from Gavaldon again? She thought about the parents 
who would lose more daughters and sons . . . about Tristan and how his 
parents would learn about his death . . . about the balance in the Woods, 
tilting to death and Evil . . . about her once Evil best friend, left to fend for 
herself... 

Sophie. 

This time no anger came at the name. Only an echo, like the password 
to her heart’s cave. 

Sophie. 

Sophie, who she’d loved through Good and Evil. Sophie, who she’d 
loved through Boys and Girls. Sophie, who she vowed to protect forever, 
young or old, until death did them part. 

How do you turn your back on your best friend? How do you leave 
them behind? 

For a boy. 

Shame colored her cheeks. 

For a boy who can barely stand the sight of me anymore. 

Agatha’s heart shrank as small and hard as a pebble. All this time, she 
thought she had to choose between Sophie and Tedros to find a happy 
ending. And yet, each time she picked one over the other, the story twisted 
back upon itself and the world fell out of balance more than before. Every 
thought of Sophie, alone in a tower with a deadly villain, brought on more 
guilt, more pregnant fear, as if she was trapped in a purgatory of her own 
making, as if she hadn’t failed by choosing a prince over her best friend . . . 
but in making that choice at all. 

“I think about her too.” 

She turned and saw Tedros at the window, watching her, his mouth 
trembling. “About how we just left her,” he rasped, eyes welling. “I know 


she’s a bad friend, I know she’s Evil, I know Filip was a lie... but we just 
left her .. . with that monster. We left all of them. The whole school . . . just 
to save ourselves. What kind of prince is that, Agatha? What would my 
father think of me?” Tears spilled down his stubbled cheeks. “I don’t want 
you to leave your mother. I really don’t. But we’re not happy, Agatha. 
Because the villain’s still alive. Because we’re not heroes at all. We’re... 
cowards.” 

Agatha looked into her prince’s messy, earnest face, and remembered 
why she loved him. “This isn’t our happy ending, is it?” she breathed. 

Tedros smiled, his old glow returning. 

And for the first time since they came home, Agatha smiled too. 


wera 3 woes 


The New or the Old 


e Maybe we have to close our eyes,” said Tedros. 

“Or do a rain dance in pajamas while singing ‘Ring Around the Rosie,” 
Agatha grumped, Reaper fast asleep in her lap. “It’s past dinnertime and 
I’m starving. How many times can we try this?” 

“Oh I’m sorry. Do you have somewhere better to be at the moment?” 

Agatha watched a roach mosey by, cram under the double-locked front 
door, and disappear. “You have a point,” she said, and shut her eyes. 
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“All right,” Tedros sucked in, closing his eyes. “One... two... three 

Agatha scrunched up her face, Tedros did too, and both of them thrust 
their index fingers at the other. They exhaled at the same time and opened 
their eyes. 

Neither of their fingertips was glowing. 

Tedros peered closely at Agatha’s. “You bite your nails too much.” 

“Oh for crying out loud. We can’t get into the Woods unless our magic 
comes back,” she barked, shoving her hand in her pocket. “Magic follows 
emotion. That’s what we learned at school. You said it yourself! If we both 
make the wish at the same time, the gates should open—” 

“Unless one of us is having doubts,” said Tedros. 

“Then I suggest you get over them,” Agatha huffed, standing up. “Let’s 
try in the morning. Mother’s never this late. She’ll be here any second—” 

“Agatha.” 

She saw Tedros giving her that lopsided grin . . . the one that said he 
knew exactly what she was thinking, even if she was doing everything she 
could to keep it from him. 

“You’re smarter than you look,” she groused, sitting back down. 

“And you’re the one famous for not judging books by their covers.” He 
scooted next to her. “Look, if you want to say goodbye to your mother first 

“That? ll just make the doubts worse,” mumbled Agatha. “How do you 
tell your mother you’ re leaving her forever?” 

“Wouldn’t know. My mother left me without saying goodbye,” Tedros 
replied. 

Agatha looked at him, suddenly feeling very stupid. Tedros slid closer. 
“What is it, my love?” he asked. “What are you really afraid of?” 

Agatha felt panic rising, something coming up she couldn’t keep down 


“What if I’m the problem?” she blurted. “Every time I try to be happy, it 
goes wrong. First with Sophie, then with you, and all I can think of is that 
it’s not us who’s broken . . . it’s me. The girl who ruins everyone’s story. 
The girl who’s meant to be alone. That’s why I’m afraid to leave my 
mother. Because what if I’m not supposed to be with you, Tedros? What if 
I’m supposed to end here, just like her, never finding love at all?” 

Tedros froze, taken aback. 


Slowly Agatha felt the air return to her lungs, as if a boulder had lifted 
off her chest. 

Her prince traced his finger between bricks in the floor. “We only see 
the finished storybooks, Agatha. How do we know every Ever After doesn’t 
take a few tries? Think about it. Each time you left the Woods, you tried to 
come back to your old life. But this time is different, isn’t it? When we get 
to our true ending, you’ll have a new life with me. We’ll have my kingdom 
to protect, until we’re old ourselves and it’s time to pass it on. Just like my 
father did and his father and all who came before.” 

Looking at him, Agatha realized how selfish and small-hearted she’d 
been by keeping her prince here. 

“I promise,” he said, squeezing her hand. “This time, we will be happy.” 

“All right, say we do get back to the School for Good and Evil,” Agatha 
allowed. “What's our plan?” 

“Make things right, of course,” Tedros puffed. “Rescue Sophie, kill the 
School Master, take back Excalibur, free the other students, and you and I 
go to Camelot in time for my sixteenth birthday, and coronation as king. 
The End.” He paused. “The real End.” 

Agatha made a sound halfway between a cough and a sneeze. 

“All right, Sophie can come too, if you’re going to be difficult about it,” 
he sighed. 

“Tedros, my love,” said Agatha cuttingly. “You think we can just waltz 
through the school gates and kill the School Master like we’re buying 
bonbons from the bakery?” 

“I think buying anything from the bakery would pose far more obstacles 
at the moment,” said Tedros, eyeing the triple-locked door. 

Agatha let go of him and braced for a fight. “First off, the School 
Master is an all-powerful sorcerer who last we saw came back from death, 
turned young again, and stabbed you with your own sword. Second, for all 
we know, he’s killed the Evers and has everyone on his side. And third, you 
don’t think he’ Il have guards and traps and—” 

“Merlin had a saying: ‘Worrying doesn’t solve problems. Just gives you 
gas,” Tedros yawned. 

“I take back the smarter than you look thing,” Agatha groaned. Her cat 
stirred and staggered out of her arms, but not before spitting in Tedros’ lap. 





The prince backhanded it and Reaper fled, throwing Agatha a horrible 
scowl at her choice of mate. 

“He used to love me,” Agatha said, watching her cat gnaw the head off 
a dead canary. 

“Agatha, look at me.” 

“Tedros, you don’t even have your sword, let alone a plan. We’re going 
to die.” 

“Agatha, please look at me.” 

She did, with folded arms. 

“You can’t plan your story any more than you can plan who you’re 
going to fall in love with. That’s the point of a story,” said Tedros. “And 
even if you could, what’s the fun of living through it ıf you know what’s 
going to happen? All we know is that Good always wins, right? So if Good 
hasn’t beaten Evil yet, our fairy tale can t be over. As soon as we make our 
wish, we’ll be back where we belong, chasing our happy ending. Trust our 
story, Agatha. We’ll know what to do when the time comes.” 

“And what about Sophie?” Agatha asked. “What if she hasn’t forgiven 
us?” 

Tedros thought for a moment. “Everything Sophie did, she did to get 
closer to you or me. We’ve all made mistakes, that’s for sure. But Good or 
Evil, Boy or Girl, the three of us are in this tale together.” He leveled eyes 
with her. “So how can Sophie be happy until we are?” 

Agatha fell quiet, aware of the dark room hemming her in with her 
prince and yet keeping them apart. 

Long before she ever met her best friend, she’d secretly read storybooks 
from Mr. Deauville’s, buying them right after the shop opened, when no one 
else was inside, and paying for them with the coins her mother had given 
her for sweets. She drank in the lesson of those fairy-tale books more than 
any hot cream or fudge, that same lesson told and retold: you didn’t need a 
hundred true loves to find Ever After... . you just needed one. It didn’t 
matter if an entire town called her a freak or a witch or a vampire. If she 
could just find that one person who loved her—one measly soul—then 
she’d have everything a princess did, minus the horrific pink dress, 
obnoxious blond hair, and moony-eyed face. 

From the moment she met Sophie, Sophie was that soul: the friend who 
made her feel normal, who made her feel needed, who so clearly cared 


about her, despite all her efforts to disguise it. Back then, Agatha had done 
everything she could to ensure they’d end up together forever, rather than 
let her best friend be stolen away by a boy... until Agatha somehow fell in 
love with that boy herself. And so the story had turned on its head, this time 
Sophie doing everything she could to keep a boy and her best friend apart. 
It was a wicked love triangle, with Sophie the point that had to be removed, 
until finally Agatha and Tedros had rid themselves of her, turning that 
triangle into a straight line between them— prince and princess united at 
last, just like in the storybooks buried under her bed. But now, as Agatha sat 
in darkness, feeling more and more like the graveyard girl of old, she 
wondered if the reason she missed her best friend was the simplest of all. 
What if Sophie wasn’t the force that kept her and Tedros apart? What if 
Sophie was the force that brought them together? 

Without Sophie, she never could have opened up her heart. 

Without Sophie, she never could have learned to love. 

Without Sophie, there never could have been a Tedros and Agatha. 

“Princess? What is it?” 

Agatha slowly looked up at her prince, new life in her eyes. “Let’s go 
find our best friend.” 

Tedros blinked at her, stunned. His cheeked pinked and his Adam’s 
apple bobbed, words swallowed by emotion. He placed his hand behind his 
back. “Wish to reopen our story, then?” 

Agatha smiled and hid her hand. “Wish to reopen our story.” 

Tedros closed his eyes. “One...” 

“Two..., said Agatha, closing hers. 

They took a joint breath and thrust out their fingers. “Three—” 

The door slammed open to a sharp heel-crack of boots. Agatha lurched 
to her feet. 

There was an Elderguard in the doorway, the outlines of a black cloak 
and slatted iron mask blending into the night. 

Tedros instantly clasped Agatha and yanked her to the kitchen wall. He 
grabbed a meat knife from the sink and brandished it at the guard, blocking 
his princess’s body with his. “Move another inch and I’Il cut your throat!” 
Tedros spat. 

The guard threw the door shut and hissed back at them. “Hide! Both of 
you!” 


Agatha squinted at the big brown eyes glinting through the guard’s 
mask. “Mother?” 

“Hide now!” Callis shrieked, shoring her body against the door. 

Agatha couldn’t move, trying to process what was happening, gaping at 
her mother in the same uniform as the town guards ordered to execute her. 
“I d-d-don’t under—” 

But then Agatha heard them coming . . . footsteps... voices... 

She tackled Tedros to the ground. Stunned, the prince lost his grip on 
the knife and flailed to reach it as Agatha yanked him by the belt buckle 
under the bed. Tedros lunged over her and snatched the knife— 

The door flung open and Agatha spun to see Callis seized from behind 
and shoved to the wall by two guards. 

“No!” Agatha gasped, leaping out, but Tedros pulled her down under 
the bed, fumbling his knife at the same time. He stabbed his hand for it, 
only to see Agatha’s hip knock it away. In horror, they both watched the 
blade skid across the floor and halt beneath the heel of a muddy leather 
boot. Slowly their eyes traced up. 

A tall guard prowled into the house, teeth bared through his mask. From 
his pocket, he pulled a fistful of eggs, rolling them around in his big hand 
like marbles. 

“First time I saw her stealing them, I thought maybe she can’t afford to 
pay. Second time, I thought maybe she’s gone hungry. But the third time 
... He let the eggs drop and splatter at Callis’ feet. “I wonder who’s she 
stealing *em for.” 

He spun and kicked aside the bed, revealing Tedros, unarmed and fists 
up. The guard’s brutal blue eyes honed in on the prince. 

“You and I can duel like men,” Tedros threatened. “But leave my 
princess alone.” 

The guard stared at him strangely . . . then lifted his gaze. His pupils 
froze, reflecting Agatha behind Tedros, prostrate on the floor. 

In a flash, he threw Tedros aside, knocking the prince to the floorboards. 
But the guard’s eyes stayed on Agatha. 

She trembled as his boots crackled through the bleeding eggs, step by 
step, until he placed his sharp, filthy shoe tip upon her neck. 

He took off his mask. 

“So much for promises,” Stefan snarled. 


The cage was meant for only one prisoner, not three, so Agatha had to stand 
with her mother, Reaper curled in Callis’ arms, while Tedros crouched in a 
daze, clutching his black eye. Back at the house, Agatha told him not to 
resist, but Tedros assured her Camelot’s future king could flatten six armed 
guards with his bare hands. 

He’d been wrong. 

Agatha held on to the rusty bars, tottering for balance, as the horse 
dragged the cage through the darkened cemetery, Stefan at the reins. She 
could see a crowd forming in front of the torchlit pyre, watching the guards 
march down the hill ahead of the prisoners. 

“That was your punishment for letting me escape, wasn’t it? The Elders 
made you a guard,” Agatha said, turning to her mother. “That’s why they 
never searched the house. Because you were with them, protecting the town 
from your own daughter.” 

Callis paled as she saw the distant pyre, two fiery torches hanging from 
its scaffolding. “When the people blamed you and Sophie for the attacks, 
the Elders named me and Stefan leaders of a new patrol, responsible for 
catching you two if you ever dared return. It was a test of our loyalty, of 
course. Either we saw our own children as traitors and vowed to make them 
burn or we’d be burned as traitors ourselves.” She looked at Agatha. “The 
difference between Stefan and me is that he took the vow seriously.” 

“How could Stefan betray his own daughter? It was the Elders who 
gave Sophie to the attackers. They’re the Evil ones! Why would he obey 
them—” 

But as the cage creaked into the moonlit square, Agatha saw the answer 
to her question. The widow Honora and her two young boys, Jacob and 
Adam, huddled near the back of the growing crowd, watching Stefan lead 
in the prisoners. Agatha knew how much the two boys meant to Sophie’s 
father, who seemed to love them far more than his own daughter. But it 
wasn’t the boys that Agatha fixed on. It was the gold band, gleaming on the 
ring finger of Honora’s left hand. 

“He had to obey them,” Callis said quietly. “Because the Elders made 
Stefan choose between his old and new family.” 

Agatha looked at her, stunned. 

“Leave it to me,” a voice groused under them. 


Tedros careened to his feet between Agatha and her mother, knocking 
both of them against the bars. “They’ve woken the beast,” he boiled, 
struggling to blink his swollen eye. “No one’s laying a hand on us.” 

The cage door swung open behind him and two guards gagged Tedros 
with a mucky cloth and hoisted him out by his armpits, before roughly 
nabbing Callis too. Before Agatha could react, Stefan leapt into the cage 
and took her for himself. 

“Stefan, listen to me—Sophie needs our help—” Agatha appealed as he 
pulled her through the crowd, who was abusing her with cries of “witch” 
and “traitor” along with chunks of spoiled food. “I know you have a new 
family, but you can’t give up on her—” 

“Give up? You think I gave up? On my own child?” he seethed, pulling 
her up the stairs to the pyre behind Tedros, who kicked at his guards with 
muffled yells. “You promised me, Agatha. You promised you’d save her. 
And instead you left her there to die. Now you’ll see how it feels.” 

“Stefan, we can still save her!” sputtered Agatha. “Tedros and me!” 

“T always thought one day my daughter would abandon you for a boy,” 
said Stefan. “Turns out I had the story all wrong. ” 

He bound her to the pyre with a long rope around her belly, as two 
guards shoved Tedros in next to her. Agatha could feel the heat of the 
flaming torches above her. 

“Stefan, you have to believe me! We’re Sophie’s only hope—” 

He gagged her with a black cloth, but just as he cinched it, Agatha 
managed one last breath— 

“The School Master has her!” 

Stefan’s hands froze and his blue eyes met hers, big and wide. Then a 
hush swept over the crowd and Agatha knew her time was up. 

The Elders had come. 


Death at an Execution 


“> m afraid we only have room for two on the pyre,” said the gray-cloaked 
Elder with the longest beard, grinning at Agatha and Tedros as he paced the 
stage, top hat in hand. He leered down at Callıs at the front of the massive 
crowd, her hands tied, standing between the two younger Elders, both in 
gray cloaks and tall black hats. “We’ll let mother watch before her turn,” he 
mused, as the two Elders dragged Callis into the mob. 

Agatha spotted Reaper’s shadow sprinting away from her mother and 
towards Graves Hill, a scrap of what looked like parchment between his 
teeth. Trapped on the pyre, she wrestled hopelessly against her binds, 
sweating from the heat of the torches above her. If her mother had entered 
the house one second later, she and Tedros would have had their magic back 
—they’d be far into the Woods by now, her mother no longer in danger. 
Stifling tears, Agatha searched for her again, but darkness rendered the 
crowd a sea of shadows. They’d called her a witch from the day she was 
born, destined to burn on a stake, and now they’d made their tales come 
true. In the front row, a few rosy-faced children gawked at Tedros, clinging 
storybooks to their chests, like talismans against the boy from inside of 
them. 





“But we are not savages, of course,” said the Elder, turning to the 
captives. “Justice is only delivered when there is a crime.” 

The crowd buzzed impatiently, eager to see the show and get to bed. 

“Let us meet our guest from the Woods,” the Elder proclaimed. His 
shiny eyes flicked to Tedros. “What is your name, boy?” 

A guard ripped out Tedros’ gag. “Touch her and I kill you,” the prince 
lashed. 

The Elder raised his brows. “Ah, I see,” he said, peering between Tedros 
and Agatha. “For two hundred years, those from the Woods have kidnapped 
our young, ripped apart our families, and attacked our homes. For two 
hundred years, those from the Woods have brought our children nothing but 
terror, pain, and suffering. And here you are, the first to ever stand before 
us, claiming to protect one? An improbable twist . . .” He studied the way 
Tedros looked at Agatha, his tone easing. “But if it’s true, perhaps mercy is 
in the cards after all. Only the hardest of hearts can resist young love.” 

The crowd rumbled, as if they’d cast their own hearts in stone to see 
vengeance for all the curses of the Woods. But as Agatha searched the 
Elder’s face, the old man’s smile was almost friendly now. 

“You'll let us live?” Tedros insisted. 

Agatha’s heart hammered, praying her prince had just saved them. 


The Elder touched Tedros’ chest with a shriveled hand. Tedros winced, 
his wound still tender. “You’re young and handsome, with your whole life 
ahead of you,” the Elder cooed. “Tell us what you know about those that 
attacked us and I promise we won’t hurt you.” 

Agatha’s stomach sank. That tone. She’d heard it before. It was the 
same way he’d told Sophie she’d be sheltered from her assassins . . . 

Before he left her to die. 

Agatha pressed her fist into Tedros’ ribs. Whatever he did, he couldn’t 
play this game— 

“Tedros,” the prince proclaimed to the Elder. “Tedros is my name.” 

Agatha bristled, shoving him harder. 

“And how do you know our beloved Agatha, Tedros?” coaxed the Elder, 
leaning closer. 

“She’s my princess,” Tedros declared, gently clasping Agatha’s fist. 
“Soon to be Queen of Camelot and bloodline to King Arthur, so I suggest 
you unhand us at once.” 

The mob quieted in disbelief, children clutching their storybooks tighter. 
(Red-haired Radley gaped goonishly at Agatha. “Must be slim pickings in 
the Woods,” he murmured.) 

“A real-life prince!” The Elder stepped back. For the first time, he 
looked unsettled by Tedros, as if forced to acknowledge the possibility of a 
world bigger than his own. “And to what do we owe this honor?” 

Agatha squirmed against her binds, trying to get Tedros to look at her. 

“T’m taking her to my castle in the Woods,” Tedros testified, eyes fixed 
on the Elder. “We pose absolutely no threat to you.” 

“And yet we were attacked only months ago by assassins from the 
Woods,” the Elder said, masses clamoring behind him. “Attacks from which 
we are still rebuilding.” 

“Well, the attacks are over,” retorted Tedros. “Your town is safe.” 

Agatha dug her heel into his foot. Tedros shook her off. 

“Oh really? Do your princely powers come with foresight?” the Elder 
scoffed, the audience echoing his laughter. “How would you know anything 
about the fate of our town, let alone the attacks?” 

Agatha shouted into her gag to stop him— 

“Because I ordered them,” Tedros fired. 

The crowd went still. Agatha slumped against the rope. 


The Elder stared at Tedros . . . then broke into a slow grin, color 
growing in his cheeks. “Well. We’ve learned all we need to know about our 
dear guest, haven’t we?” He smiled wolfishly at the prince and walked off 
the stage, passing Stefan with a glare. “Do the witch first.” 

Roars detonated from the mob, flocking closer to the pyre. 

Tedros spun to Agatha and saw her face. “But he promised us!” he 
cried. 

The Elder glanced back as he descended the steps. “Every story has a 
lesson doesn’t it, young prince? Perhaps yours is that you’re too old to 
believe in fairy tales.” 

Agatha felt Tedros gush into a sweat as the guards regagged him. 
Frantic, the prince thrashed at the rope, trying to free his princess, but his 
flailing only made the rope cut tighter. Choking for breath, Agatha hunted 
wildly for her mother, but still couldn’t find her. She whirled to Stefan, 
knowing she was about to die— 

But Stefan hadn’t moved from the side of the stage, his gaze fixed on 
her. 

“Is there a problem, Stefan?” the Elder said, now at the front of the 
mass. 

Stefan kept staring at Agatha. 

“Or should we replace our prisoners with your new family?” the Elder 
said. 

Stefan turned sharply. Guards held Honora, Jacob, and Adam in the 
crowd. 

Stefan’s teeth bit the inside of his cheeks. Then his expression darkened. 
He moved towards Agatha, no longer able to look at her. Body close to 
hers, he reached up and took a flaming torch from the scaffolding. Agatha 
cowered from the wrath of the flame as he drew it down, blinding her with 
smoke. She could hear Tedros’ muffled yells, the echoes of the shouting 
hordes, but they were drowned out by the raging torch fire, hissing like a 
demon snake. Eyes watering, she caught flashes of Stefan’s heaving chest, 
his quivering grasp on the torch, the red splotches across his cheeks. . . 

“Please—” Agatha gasped into her gag. 

Stefan still couldn’t look at her, the torch shaking so much that embers 
scattered onto Agatha’s dress, burning tiny holes. 

“Stefan... ,” the Elder warned in a menacing voice. 


Stefan nodded, tears and sweat mixing. The crowd went dead quiet, 
seeing him bend towards the stake. He raised the torch to the sticks over 
Agatha’s head, the flames about to lick onto the wood— 

“Take me!” Callis’ anguished voice pierced the silence. “Please, Stefan! 
Let me die with her!” 

Stefan froze, his flame so close to Agatha it scorched the gag in her 
mouth. Heart stopped, Agatha watched him deliberate a moment, his face 
calcifying into a mask... 

Then he backed away and turned to the Elder. 

“It is a mother’s last request,” said Stefan, adding a snort. “Shove her in 
with her traitor daughter and watch the flesh melt off ’em. They deserve to 
writhe together, don’t they?” 

Even the most bloodthirsty spectators looked flummoxed, deferring to 
the Elder. 

The Elder’s pupils raked Stefan over, before his lips pursed in a flat line. 

“Quickly then.” 

“No!” Agatha shrieked, her gag breaking away. 

Guards wrenched Callis from the crowd onto the stage and shoved her 
next to Agatha, binding her waist to the pyre. Helpless, Tedros ripped at the 
rope, his bicep veins about to burst. 

“This is my fault... ,” Agatha sobbed. “This is all my fault—” 

“Close your eyes, dear,” said Callis, trying not to cry. “It will all go fast 
from here.” 

Agatha looked up and saw Stefan’s hand wasn’t shaking on the torch 
anymore. With an eerie calm, he advanced towards her and her mother, the 
dancing flame reaching for the wood sticks between them. He finally met 
Agatha’s eyes, a strange sadness in his face. 

“If you ever see my daughter again, beyond this world . . . tell her I love 
her.” 

“Now, Stefan,” the Elder commanded. 
Petrified, Agatha seized Tedros’ hand as she leaned into her mother’s 
shoulder. She saw Stefan looking at Callis, his lips trembling. 

“I’m s-s-sorry,” he whispered. 

“You saved me once upon a time, Stefan.” Callis smiled mournfully at 
him. “I owe you a debt.” 

“T c-c-can’t,” Stefan faltered. 


“You must,” said Callis, hard as steel. 
“NOW!” the Elder thundered. 
With a pained cry, Stefan plunged the torch at Callis. Agatha screamed 


Callis thrust out her finger from beneath the binds and shot a blast of 
green light at the torch. The fire turned green and ricocheted off the pyre 
like a comet, blasting Stefan off the platform, before circling the stage in a 
wall of green flames, sealing the captives in. 

Before Agatha could suck in a breath, her mother cut her and Tedros 
loose from the rope with her glowing fingertip. She grabbed Agatha and 
spoke over the villagers’ cries beyond the firewall— 

“The spell won’t last, so listen carefully. Stefan knew what I was, 
Agatha. From the night you went after Sophie, we had a plan to save you 
girls from the Elders if you ever returned. Stefan would do anything to keep 
his daughter safe. But when you came back without Sophie, Stefan had no 
reason to keep to the plan and endanger his new family . . . unless he 
believes his daughter still needs you. You must repay my old debt to him, 
Agatha. You must save Sophie as Stefan saved you. You hear me? Do not 
fail. Now run for Graves Hill as fast as you can—” 

“You’re a w-w-witch—” Agatha spluttered, trying to find air. “You were 
a witch all along—” 

“The grave between the two swans. Help will be there, waiting for you,” 
her mother cut in. “You must find the grave before it’s too late.” 

Dazed, Tedros turned to Agatha, expecting her to know what her mother 
was talking about. But Agatha was paralyzed, staring ahead. Tedros spun 
back to Callis. “Who? Who will be waiting for u—” 

Only now Tedros saw what his princess was looking at... the circle of 
fire falling around the stage, Callis’ spell about to end. In the green 
firelight, Agatha glimpsed Stefan, stunned on the ground but unharmed, 
before a fleet of shadows jumped over him, throttling towards the stage. 
Tedros and Agatha raised their eyes at the same time to see the guards 
charging through the crowd with spears, dashing right for them. 

Callis took Agatha’s face in her hands. “Don’t look back, Agatha.” She 
kissed her daughter’s forehead hard. “Whatever you do, promise me you 
won’t look back.” 


With a scared cry, Agatha grabbed her mother’s hand, but her prince 
was already dragging her towards the edge of the stage away from the 
sprinting guards. Tedros hooked his arm over Agatha and flung the both of 
them off the platform ın a flying leap. Spinning around, Agatha pulled her 
mother with them, holding on to her hand with every ounce of strength— 

Callis smiled at Agatha in the fading firelight and let her daughter go. 

Agatha crashed in dirt, twisting her ankle, before Tedros lifted her up in 
darkness, towing her towards the town gates. “No—I can’t leave her—” she 
croaked, resisting him. 

“Don’t look back.’ That's what she said,” Tedros fought, goading her 
ahead. “Trust your mother, Agatha. She’s a witch. A powerful witch. We’re 
the ones who need saving now.” 

Hearing the guards’ shouts, Agatha let Tedros shove her forward. She 
pinned her eyes on Graves Hill ahead, hobbling beside him. Dont look 
back, she begged herself, Tedros clenching her like a vise. Don t look back 


Agatha looked back to see three guards hurdle the sinking firewall 
towards Callis, spears about to impale her. Her mother held her ground. 

“What is she doing?” Agatha choked, freezing in horror. 

“Agatha, don t!” cried Tedros— 

Agatha broke free of him and started running back. “WHAT ARE YOU 
DOING—” 

“Kill her!” the Elder’s voice shouted faraway. 

Callis raised her arms, welcoming the guards. 

They charged and Agatha’s mother fell. 

“NO!” Agatha screamed, voice tearing out of her throat. She sank to her 
knees at the foot of Graves Hill. Her eyes fogged. Her heart deadened. All 
she saw was a blur of shadows swarming her mother as the shallow fires 
extinguished, an army of darkness overwhelming the last ashes of light. 

“She let them... ,” Agatha whispered. “She let them kill her.” 

Little by little, she felt the dirt wet on her knees, the numbness wearing 
off to an onslaught of pain—the dagger-edged thoughts that she had no 
family anymore . . . that her only parent had deserted her . . . that her 
mother had given her nothing to come home to ever again. She curled into 
herself, sobbing with fury. Men were no match for a witch. She could have 
done another spell! She could have ripped them all to shreds! Agatha cried 


and cried until she heard a strange echo between shuddering breaths . . . the 
whispered sound of her name... 

Agatha lifted her eyes to a swollen-eyed boy standing over her, 
beautiful and scared, and for a moment, she saw nothing but a stranger. It 
was only when Agatha saw his legs unsteady, that she knew her prince was 
trying to tell her something. Slowly Tedros pointed a shaky finger over her 
head. Agatha turned. 

Six guards raced towards them from the square, armed with torches and 
spears. 

“We have to run, Agatha,” Tedros rasped. “We have to run right now.” 

Agatha didn’t move, still nauseous. “How could she let them...” 

“To save you, Agatha,” her prince implored, watching the guards gain 
ground. “And everything she did, everything your mother and Sophie’s 
father did to keep us alive will be in vain if we don’t go now.” 

Agatha gazed into the wet pools of his eyes and suddenly she 
understood. Her mother didn’t want her to stay with her. Her mother didn’t 
want her to come back to Gavaldon. She wanted Agatha to save her best 
friend ... to find happiness with her prince . . . to abandon this world for a 
better one, far far away... 

Because her happy ending wasn’t here. It was never here. 

Her mother had died to set her free. 

Do not fail. 

She had to find her real ending. 

She had to run. 

Agatha looked up at the guards bolting towards them, spears gleaming 
in torchlight. Rage blasted through her blood and scorched through her 
muscles, nothing holding her back anymore. Lunging to her feet, she 
hurtled up the slope of Graves Hill. 

“Come on! We’ll lose them in the graves!” 

Together, they ripped through the rusted graveyard gates into the dark 
expanse of graves. Even in pitch black, Agatha knew every step, navigating 
the headstones like a wily squirrel, while Tedros collided with them, cursing 
so barbarically even the grave worms fled. 

Panting fire, his princess led him into the thick of the cemetery. The 
Elders had taken her family from her. They wouldn’t take her prince too. 


“The grave between the swans,” Tedros called out behind her. “She said 
help would be waiting there—” 

“Swans?” Agatha blurted. “There are no swans in Gavaldon 

Tedros looked back down the hill and saw the guards barreling up, 
carrying torches. “Thirty seconds, Agatha! We have thirty seconds!” 

Agatha scoured stones and plaques and obelisks for evidence of a swan. 
“I don’t even know what I’m looking for!” 

“Twenty seconds!” Tedros voice rang out. 

She couldn’t see her prince anymore. Agatha whirled desperately, trying 
to steady her mind. The only birds she’d ever seen in Gavaldon were smog- 
colored ducks and obese pigeons. She’d never even seen a real swan, 
especially not on Graves Hill— 

Agatha’s heart pattered faster. 

But she had seen swans before, hadn’t she? Swans were the symbols of 
the School for Good and Evil: one black, one white . . . representing two 
School Masters in balance . . . one brother Good, one brother Evil... 

If Callis was a witch, she’d have known the Good and Evil swans. 
That’s how she knew so much about the school, Agatha thought. Her 
mother must have seen it for herself. . . 

“Ten seconds!” Tedros shouted— 

Agatha closed her eyes and tried to focus, her temples throbbing. 

Swans... school... Stefan... 

“You saved me,” Callis had whispered to him. 

What had she meant? If Callis and Stefan had a history, maybe the 
swans involved something that connected her mother and Sophie’s father 
... something that both of them had in common... or someone... 

Agatha’s heart stopped. Her eyes shot open. 

She was already running. 

“What is it?” Tedros yelled, seeing her shadow dart deeper into the 
cemetery, towards the house on Graves Hill. 

“Here! It’s over here!” 

Tedros chased her, squinting at her outline fading into the dark. He 
looked back and saw the army of shadows smash through the graveyard 
gates, spears glinting. Tedros dove to the ground behind a domed stone. He 
peeked over it and saw the guards sweeping torches over the rows of 


>> 


graves. Tedros ducked down. “This is worse than the Woods,” he wheezed, 
crawling through stones to follow Agatha. “Sooooo much worse—” 

Then he saw her, crouched in the final row of headstones, only a short 
distance from her house. Tedros skidded into dirt beside her. “They’re 
coming, Agatha!” 

“Sophie’s mother. That’s what connected them,” Agatha said, gripping a 
tablet gravestone knifing out of the ground, engraved with the words 
“Loving Wife and Mother.” Two smaller dirt-caked graves, one lighter, one 
darker, flanked it on either side like wings. “Before Sophie, she couldn’t 
have a child. Two boys, both born dead.” 

She ran her hand over the lighter of the two boys’ graves, pulling away 
the grime. Tedros’ eyes bulged as Agatha’s fingers cleared the headstone, 
revealing a small black swan carved into the unmarked grave. Tedros tore 
away the moss from the darker grave, revealing a white swan set in the 
stone. He and Agatha both turned to the larger grave in the middle, 
towering between the two swans. 

“When she couldn’t have a child, Sophie’s mother went to see mine as a 
patient. That’s what Sophie told me,” Agatha pressed. “Somehow it’s all 
connected. Sophie’s mother .. . my mother being a witch. . . the debt she 
owed Stefan... I don’t know how it’s connected, but it has to be—” 

Firelight swept over the both of them. 

Agatha and Tedros flattened to the ground and swiveled to see the 
guards five rows back. 

“We found the swans—we found the grave—” Tedros panicked, gaping 
at the bigger headstone. “Where’s the help?” 

Agatha shook her head. “We can’t fight the guards without magic, 
Tedros! We need to make our wish!” 

The prince swallowed. “Wish to reopen our story on three, okay? Hands 
behind our back—” He stopped. 

His right fingertip was already glowing gold. 

Agatha looked down at hers, glowing almost an identical shade. 

“Did you make the wish?” Tedros asked. 

Agatha shook her head. 

“Neither did I,” Tedros said, confused. “How could our fingers be 
glowing, then?” 

Torchlight shined in their faces. 





“They re here!” a guard cried. “They re over here!” 

Agatha spun to see shadows vaulting over the last rows of graves. 
“Unless my mother didn’t interrupt our wish in the house. Unless our wish 
worked when we made it the first time. Unless our fairy tale was open all 
along.” 

Agatha looked at her prince, deathly white. “We’re already back in our 
story, Tedros. We’ve been in our story from the moment the guards found us 

Tedros looked up at the spears slashing towards their hearts. “Which 
means we die at The End, Agatha!” 

Terrified, she and Tedros clasped hands, each backing away from the 
spears into one of the swans— 

Just in time to see a pale hand reach out of the grave between them and 
pull them both in. 


A Princess Returns 


Graves are meant for dead people, who have no reason to see, breathe, or 
use the toilet. Unfortunately for Agatha, she needed to do all three. Trapped 
underground in darkness, she and Tedros inhaled mouthfuls of soil while 
tangled in each other’s sweaty limbs. Agatha couldn’t make out her prince’s 
face, but heard him hyperventilating with panic. 

“You’re using up all our air!” Agatha hissed. 

“Graves have b-b-bodies—d-d-dead bodies—” 





Agatha blanched with understanding and gripped on to any of Tedros’ 
flesh she could find. “Sophie’s mother . . . she p-p-pulled us in?” 

“C-c-can’t see a thing. For all we know she’s right next to us!” 

“Magic,” Agatha wheezed. “Use magic!” 

Tedros gulped a breath and focused on his fear, until his finger flickered 
gold like a candle, lighting up a wide, shallow grave the size of a large bed. 
Shivering on top of each other, Tedros and Agatha slowly turned to their 
right. 

Dirt. 

No body. No bones. 

Just dirt. 

“Where is she?” Agatha choked, rolling off Tedros, who groaned and 
rubbed his chest. She snatched her prince’s wrist and swept his fingerglow 
over the right half of the grave, spotting only a pair of dung beetles fighting 
over a dirt ball in the corner. She shook her head, baffled, and swung 
Tedros’ hand to the left— 


Both of them froze. 

Two sparkling brown eyes glared at them through a black ninja mask. 

Agatha and Tedros opened their mouths to scream, but the figure 
gagged them with slender hands. 

“Shhhh! They’ll hear you!” the stranger whispered in a low, breathy 
voice. 

Tedros gaped at the ninja in the grave with them, wrapped in draping 
black robes. “Are you ... are you Sophie’s mother...” 

The ninja let out a giggly squeak. “Oh how absurd. Now shhhh!” 

Agatha tensed. That squeak. Where had she heard it before? She tried to 
catch Tedros’ eye, hoping he’d heard it too, but her prince was smothering 
the stranger in a hug. 

“Oh thank God! We’ve been trapped for a month in the smallest, foulest 
house you can imagine, almost burned at the stake, almost skewered by an 
army, and then you pulled us in, whoever you are, which means you have to 
get us out! We need to get to the School for Good and Evil and rescue our 
best friend. Surely you know it. It’s halfway between the Murmuring 
Mountains and—” 

The ninja gagged him with a fist. “I know cats that listen better than 
you.” 

“You have no idea,” Agatha murmured, punchy from the lack of air. 

A sharp crackle ripped above their heads, like a sword splitting earth, 
and the grave tremored, caving clumps of dirt into their faces. 

“Check ’em all,” someone growled gruffly, followed by more sharp 
tremors. “Intercepted a message from the League of Thirteen. Said they’d 
be comin’ through a grave.” 

Agatha’s stomach plunged. The voice didn’t sound like an Elder’s. 

“Coulda been more specific. Thousands of "em and I’m starvin’,” a 
thick, oafish voice added. “Besides, should be out fixin’ our stories like the 
others, not diggin’ around in graves. What’s so important about these two 
anyway?” 

“School Master wants ’em. Reason enough for you,” said the gruff one, 
punctuated by another violent crackle. “He’ll give us a turn at our stories 
soon enough.” 

Agatha and Tedros swiveled to each other. The School Master’s men in 
Gavaldon? How had they gotten past the guards? The ceiling shook harder, 


showering clumps of earth. 

“Think he’ll let us eat an Everboy as a reward?” asked the oafish one. 

“Might even let us eat two,” the gruff voice chortled— 

A black furry claw smashed through the ceiling into the grave, with five 
knife-edged talons snatching right and left. Agatha and Tedros choked back 
screams as the ninja flattened them against the dirt wall, the hooked talons 
swiping at air, missing the inseam of Tedros’ breeches by a whisker. It 
slashed in vain a few more times and then curled into a fist. 

“Nothin’ here,” the gruff voice growled. “Come on, let’s eat. Maybe 
we’ll find a juicy little boy in the Oakwood.” 

The claw withdrew empty-handed and vanished, followed by loud, 
thudding stomps. 

A terrorized silence passed . . . then Tedros and Agatha shoved mouths 
to a hole in the ceiling and sucked down air. Agatha glanced at Tedros to 
make sure he was okay, expecting he’d be doing the same for her. Instead, 
her prince was pulling at his breeches, looking down his own pants. Tedros 
smiled, relieved . . . then saw Agatha frowning. 

“What?” Tedros said. 

Agatha was about to question his priorities, then noticed the footsteps 
had stopped. The voices too. Agatha’s eyes shot wide open and she dove for 
her prince—“Tedros, watch out!” 

The black claw crashed through the ceiling and grabbed Agatha off her 
prince, dragging her out of the grave. Tedros leapt to clasp her leg too late. 
He craned up in horror to see the claw pull his princess into the night sky, 
dangling her like a caught mouse. 

Agatha stared into the bloodshot yellow eyes of a tall, bony brown wolf 
on two legs, fur and flesh flaking off his face, leaving gaping holes over 
pieces of his skull. 

“Lookie here. A princess returns,” the wolf snarled gruffly, cheekbones 
poking through one of these holes. 

Agatha paled. Was he the one talking about the School Master before? 
How could an Evil wolf have crossed into Gavaldon? And where was the 
Elderguard? Her eyes darted around, but all she could see in the darkness 
was a smattering of crooked headstones. She tried to make her finger glow, 
but the wolf was gripping her hand too tightly. 


“Storian ain’t writing, world dying, armies rising—all ’cause of you?” 
he purred, tracing her pallid skin and charcoal hair. “Less princess, I’d say, 
and more... skunk. How Good’s fallen in my time away. Even runty Red 
Riding Hood was a more tempting treat.” 

Agatha had no idea what he was talking about, but after all she’d been 
through tonight, the last thing she needed was to be insulted for her looks 
by a puny wolf with a skin condition. 

“And yet, Red Riding Hood’s wolf learned his lesson, didn’t he?” she 
warned, knowing her prince must be nearby. “Messed with Good and a 
hunter tore out his stomach.” 

“Tore out his stomach?” said the wolf, appalled. 

“With his bare hands,” Agatha lied loudly, signaling Tedros. 

“And is this wolf... dead?” 

“Very dead, so beat it before MY hunter comes,” Agatha yelled, cuing 
Tedros again. 

“Dead as in doornail dead?” the wolf fretted. 

“Dead, dead, dead,” Agatha snapped, squinting angrily for her prince. 

“Dead, dead, dead, dead, dead,” mumbled the wolf, mulling this 
gruesome fate. “Well, if that’s true...” He lifted big, shiny eyes. “How am 
I still here?” 

Agatha’s eyes lowered to his other claw, tapping at a hideous scar 
crisscrossing his belly. Her face lost all of its blood. “I-i-impossible—” 

“Can I eat this one?” an oafish voice said behind her. Agatha spun to see 
a 10-foot, bald, humpbacked giant, swinging Tedros upside down by his 
bootstrap. The giant’s flesh peeled off his skull, covered in zigzagged 
stitches, as he probed and pinched Tedros’ muscles. “Ain’t seen such firm 
meat since young Jack came up my beanstalk.” 

Agatha’s heart rose into her throat. Red Riding Hood’s dead wolf... 
Jack’s dead giant... . alive? Tedros met her eyes, ashen and upside down, 
clearly petrified by the same question. 

“I told you. School Master wants "em conscious,” the wolf groused. 

The giant sighed miserably . . . then saw the wolf smirking. 

“But that don’t mean we can’t break off a piece or two,” the wolf said, 
gripping Agatha harder. 

She and Tedros let out twin cries as the giant and wolf raised them high 
in the air and slowly lowered their legs into their mouths like pork ribs— 


“That would be a very poor decision,” said an airy voice. 

The wolf and giant both froze jaws over their prey, eyes flicking to the 
ninja on the ground. The wolf pulled Agatha out of his mouth and smiled at 
the masked stranger, prepared to delay a snack if it might result in a larger 
meal. “And why’s that, oh Faceless One?” 

“Because if you release them, 1”11 let you go on your way,” said the 
ninja. 

“And if we don’t?” snorted the giant, mouth full of Tedros, shivering 
between the giant’s teeth. 

“Then you'll be woefully outnumbered,” said the ninja. 

“Strange... ,” the wolf replied, prowling towards the stranger, Agatha 
in hand. “Given your prince and princess are a bit held up, I see one of you 
and two of us.” He loomed over the ninja in the moonlight. “Which means 
it’s you that’s outnumbered.” 

Slowly the ninja looked up. The black mask came off, revealing 
almond-shaped eyes, olive skin, and black hair flowing in the wind. 

Princess Uma smiled. “Then you’re not looking very closely.” 

She let out a piercing squeak through her teeth and a roar echoed from 
every side of the darkness, a thunder beneath their feet. For a moment, the 
wolf and giant spun dumbly, the roar crashing towards them north and 
south, east and west . . . until they dropped their two prisoners like hot 
potatoes. From the ground, Agatha raised her glowing finger just in time to 
see a stampede of bulls leap over her body and ram into the wolf and giant 
like balls to bowling pins. Horses and bears sprang over Tedros, tearing into 
the monsters with their hooves and claws. By the time Agatha and Tedros 
wobbled to their feet, their gold glows illuminating the scene, the wolf and 
giant were howling for mercy atop the beastly tide bucking them into the 
darkness. Princess Uma whistled a cheery thank-you and her animal army 
echoed with singsong growls. Soon their shadows faded and the wolf and 
giant were gone. 

Agatha whirled to Princess Uma, a teacher at the School for Good who 
she’d once mocked as helpless and passive and weak, but who had just 
saved her and Tedros’ lives. “I thought the princes killed you!” Agatha 
cried. “Hester said Dean Sader left you to die in the Woods. We all thought 
you were dead—” 


“A professor of Animal Communication unable to survive in the 
Woods?” Princess Uma swished her finger and turned her black robes to 
pink, a silver swan crest stitched over the heart. “Even your mother had 
more faith in me and we’ve never met.” 

“You . . . you know my mother?” Agatha asked. Knew, a voice 
corrected. Agatha battled a fresh wave of nausea. She couldn’t bring herself 
to say it. 

“Only through her messages to the League,” Uma replied. 

“League? What League?” Tedros broke in. 

“The League of Thirteen, of course,” said Uma, unhelpfully. “Her last 
message to us made three things very clear: That we protect your lives. That 
we get you to Sophie. And that we’d find you right here.” 

Tedros and Agatha followed their teacher’s eyes down to the empty 
grave that once held Sophie’s mother. . . . Only the headstone was different 
now. Instead of a tall rectangle, it was a murky oval, with a long crack 
down the middle, carved with thick black letters. 


H ERE) Li ES N 


VANESSA 


Wo dons beron 


“Vanessa was Sophie’s mother. ‘Butterfly,’ I think the name means,” 
remembered Tedros, studying the stone. “Sophie told me one night when 
she was Filip.” 

“Sophie never told me her mother’s name,” Agatha said, hurt. 

“Perhaps because you never asked,” said Tedros. His face changed. 
“Wait a second. Her name wasn’t on the grave before. And look, it doesn’t 
say ‘Loving Wife and Mother’ like it used to.” He squinted at the shadows 
of crooked slabs around them. “We’re in the same graveyard, in the exact 
same spot. Doesn't make any sense. A gravestone can’t just change—” 


“Unless you’re not in the same graveyard at all,” Princess Uma said 
behind them. 

Agatha and Tedros spun to see their teacher shoot a bolt of white glow 
into the sky. From every direction, thousands of fireflies whizzed to it like a 
signal, swarming over the Evers’ heads and detonating neon-green wings 
into a giant light cloud, illuminating a sprawling landscape in every 
direction. Prince and princess gazed out at a vast cemetery, with thousands 
and thousands of gravestones sloping over steep, barren hills. For a 
moment, Agatha thought Graves Hill had magically grown bigger. But it 
was what lay beyond the cemetery that made Agatha feel faint—a dark, 
endless gnarl of black trees, rearing high into the night like a primeval 
monster. 

They weren’t on Graves Hill. 

They weren’t in Gavaldon at all. 

“We’re in the Woods,” Agatha rasped. 

She was suddenly aware of the sea of dead bodies under her feet. In an 
instant, the images she’d been damming up broke through with a vengeance 
—guards, spears, her mother falling . .. Agatha buckled, about to retch— 

Tedros’ hand touched her arm. “I’m right here.” 

His voice brought her back to the moment. Agatha swallowed the acid 
taste in her mouth and uncurled to stand, clutching her prince by the shirt 
laces. She steadied her legs, trying to see a graveyard in front of her, just a 
graveyard and nothing more... 

“Hold on. I’ve been here before,” said Tedros, searching the landscape. 

“Each Forest Group makes a trip first year to scavenge meerworms. No 
doubt Yuba accompanied you,” Princess Uma replied. 

“The Garden of Good and Evil,” said Tedros. “That's what he called it. 
Every Ever or Never whose name makes it into a storybook is buried here.” 

Under the firefly cloud, he scanned thousands of coffins down one side 
of the hills, teeming with glittering gem-crusted memorials for pairs of 
Evers, united in life and now in death. “That’s Ever Embankment, where 
the greatest heroes are,” he said. “Except Dad, of course.” 

Agatha looked at her prince, waiting for him to go on, but he turned 
back to her. “We must have come out the other side of Vanessa’s grave. One 
end is Gavaldon, the other end the Woods. It’s the only explanation. But 
how would your mother have known the grave was a portal?” 


Agatha thought of the black and white swans on the two graves flanking 
Sophie’s mother’s. “Even if she did know somehow, why would Sophie’s 
mother’s grave connect the two worlds?” 

“You’re asking the wrong questions, students.” 

Agatha and Tedros looked up at Princess Uma, studying them intently. 

“You should be asking why her grave is empty.” 

Uma circled her finger at the sky and the firefly cloud swept over their 
heads, illuminating the slope Agatha and Tedros were standing on. A bank 
of cracked and moldy headstones glowed in the alien green light, jutting 
from ragged black mounds. 

“Necro Ridge,” said Tedros. “It’s where the worst villains are buried.” 

“Sophie’s mother was a Never?” Agatha asked, disoriented. 

“Not according to our findings. The League of Thirteen has no evidence 
of a Vanessa of Woods Beyond attending the School for Good and Evil, 
being mentioned in a fairy tale, or having her body buried here at all,” said 
Uma, pocketing gooey gray meerworms off a tomb. “And yet, she has a 
grave amongst our most famous Nevers.” 

“You keep talking about this League,” Tedros rankled. “I’ve never heard 
of them—” 

“As you shouldn’t,” said Uma, even more unhelpfully than before. 
“Listen to me, Agatha. There are no words to ease the pain you’re in right 
now. But your mother died before she could give the League the answers 
we needed. Think back. Do you have any idea why Vanessa’s name is 
carved into a headstone on Necro Ridge? And where her body might be?” 

“I don’t see why we should help a League we know nothing about,” 
Tedros grouched. 

But Agatha’s head was still swimming. Her own mother, Callis, had 
moved between the two worlds as a witch without anyone in Gavaldon 
knowing, including her own daughter. And yet, her mother fit all the traits 
of a Never—unmarried, mysterious, reclusive. . . . If anything, Agatha 
should have seen the clues. But Sophie s mother? Sophie had spoken only 
rapturously of her mother, doting on her wicked, unfaithful husband until 
her dying day. There was no hint of her being anything other than a radiant, 
loving caretaker and wife. So how could her name be on a villain’s tomb? 
Agatha shook her head, at a dead end. . . until her eyes suddenly flared 
wide. 


“The Crypt Keeper will know!” 

Quickly she scoured the horizon for the blue-skinned, dreadlocked giant 
she’d learned about at school, responsible for digging and filling graves. 
“Hort said he buries everybody himself. Never lets anyone interfere. That’s 
why Hort’s dad’s been waiting for a coffin all these years. So the Crypt 
Keeper has to know why Sophie’s mother has a headstone here . . .” But the 
hills were deserted, except for a few hovering vultures nearby. She turned to 
Uma. “Where is h—” 

Agatha stopped cold, seeing Uma’s expression. 

Slowly Agatha turned back to the vultures. 

Lying on the ground beneath them was a massive, blue-skinned body 
crumpled in a spray of dirt. His bones were broken and his throat split open, 
the blood staining his neck long dried out. Agatha could see the whites of 
his wide-open eyes, as if the shock of dying paled to the shock of what 
killed him. 

Agatha felt Tedros squeeze her hand with his sweaty palm, telling her 
she hadn’t seen the worst of it. Dread growing, she tracked his gaze past the 
dead Crypt Keeper and across the 200 graves on Necro Ridge, marking the 
resting place of famous fairy-tale villains. But now Agatha saw why there 
were so many mounds of dirt, blacking out the grass. Every single one of 
the famous villains’ tombs had been dug up, the insides of all of them... 

“Empty,” said Agatha. “The villains’ graves are empty.” 

Legs shaky, Tedros gaped at the bodiless graves. “Red Riding Hood’s 
wolf... Jack’s giant... and a whole lot worse...” 

Agatha whitened, remembering who the wolf said they worked for. 
“And they’re all under the School Master’s control.” 

Princess Uma came up behind them. “For hundreds of years, Evil lost 
every story because Good had love on its side. Love gave Good a power 
and purpose Evil couldn’t match. But those happy endings held only as long 
as Evil wasn’t able to love. Things have changed, students. The School 
Master has found someone who loves him and who he loves in return. He’s 
proved Evil deserves a chance to rewrite its fairy tales. Now every old 
villain gets a new turn at their story. Every dead villain is reborn.” 

True love? The School Master? Agatha shook her head, trying to 
understand. How could anyone love him? 


Suddenly Agatha noticed Vanessa’s empty grave again and her heart 
seized. “Wait—Sophie’s mother . . . body missing . . . means she’s . . . she’s 
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“She wasn’t buried here, remember?” Uma said, cutting her off. “We 
don’t even know if her body was buried at all. And yet, the Crypt Keeper 
saved this grave for Sophie’s mother amongst the famous Nevers—the 
Crypt Keeper, who answers to no one but the Storian itself. Why he saved a 
villain’s grave for her could be our greatest clue to understanding how the 
School Master came to choose his new queen.” 

Agatha felt a cold darkness rip through her stomach. She had a thousand 
questions: about her mother and her best friend’s mother, about letters and 
Leagues, about empty graves and undead villains . . . but only one mattered. 

“Queen?” she whispered, slowly looking up. “Who?” 

Uma met her eyes. “Sophie took the School Master’s ring. She is his 
true love.” 

Agatha couldn’t speak. 

“But... but we came to rescue her from him,” Tedros said, stunned. 

“And you must. But it will not be an easy task,” said Uma. “Sophie’s 
kiss may have brought him back to life—but it is his ring on her finger that 
makes the power of that kiss last. As long as Sophie wears his ring, the 
School Master remains immortal. And yet, there is a way to undo the kiss, 
children. A way to destroy the School Master once and for all. And it is our 
one and only hope.” Her voice was fiery, urgent. “You must convince 
Sophie to destroy the School Master’s ring by her own hand. Convince 
Sophie to destroy his ring and the School Master will be destroyed with it 
forever.” 

Agatha was still lost in a fog. 

“But beware,” Uma added. “While you seek your true ending to The 
Tale of Sophie and Agatha, the School Master seeks his too.” 

Tedros could see Agatha staring into space, no longer listening. “And 
what ending is that?” he asked. 

Uma leaned in, her soft features hardening. “The wolf and giant were no 
accident. War is coming, Son of Arthur. As long as Sophie wears the School 
Master’s ring, all of Good is in terrible danger, past and present, young and 
old. Either you and your princess bring Sophie back to Good . . . or Good as 
we know it will be wiped out forever. That is the ending he seeks.” 


Agatha’s heartbeat swirled in her ears. 

Once upon a time, she and Sophie had slain a deadly villain who’d torn 
them apart. 

Now her best friend had given her heart to that villain. 

“But he’s Evil. She knows he’s Evil .. . and Sophie isn’t Evil anymore,” 
Agatha breathed, looking up. “Why would she want to be with him?” 

“For the same reason you and your prince want to be with each other.” 
Uma gave her a wistful smile. “To be happy.” 

Agatha and Tedros watched the Princess circle her finger, extinguishing 
the fireflies, and hasten towards the dark Woods beyond the hills. “Quickly, 
Evers,” she said, snatching a few more meerworms off a grave. “It’s a two- 
day journey to school and we must get to Sophie before they find you.” 

Tedros frowned, lagging behind. “Before who finds us?” 

“Who?” Uma glared back, incredulous. “Whoever else was in those 
graves.” 


A Forest No Longer Blue 


Rafal never slept in his chamber, so when the pen finally began to write, in 
the first hours of dawn, it was Sophie who was there to see it. 

She’d been ill for six nights, ever since she took his ring—so ill, with a 
scorching fever and bone-numbing chills that she’d yet to leave her bed. 
Curled up in blankets, she imagined Tedros and Agatha gallivanting about 
town, snacking on Battersby’s cupcakes (maybe he’ll get fat, she hoped) 
and watching the sunset by the lake (maybe he’ll drown), while here she 
was cooped in a sooty tower, sniffling and shivering like a snotty Rapunzel, 
and no one liked Rapunzel because she was boring. 





“You said—I could—see the—school,” she’d babbled to Rafal in a 
sweaty fit this morning. “I want to see—Hester—Anadil—” 

“And infect them with whatever plague you’re carrying?” he teased, 
wrapping her in a fresh blanket. 

She’d have pressed her case, if only he hadn’t been taking such good 
care of her. He barely left her side during the day: sponging her forehead, 
feeding her bone-marrow soup, bringing her baggy, black nightdresses that 
she could hibernate inside, and enduring her inane blathering about Tedros 
and Agatha and how little or much fun they must be having, depending on 
whether her jealousy was at a peak or a valley in any given moment. Soon 
Sophie began to dread the nights, when Rafal would go away, just as she 
once dreaded those first mornings when she was afraid he’d come. In her 
delirious haze, she began to crave the marble cradle of his arms . . . his 
fresh, teenage scent .. . his cold touch on her burning skin . . . his silvery 
voice pulling her out of nightmares... 

“I bet you... made me sick... so Pd need you... ,” Sophie slurred as 
he’d left. 

The young School Master looked back and smiled. 

As her fever deepened, Sophie’s nightmares grew clearer. Tonight she’d 
been dreaming of a pitch-black tunnel with a halo of light at ıts end. 
Floating in the dark tunnel was a giant gold ring, lined with razor-sharp 
teeth, spinning in midair and blocking her path. As she moved towards it, 
the ring spun faster, until she could see her reflection in the mirrored blur of 
teeth. Only, as she drew towards the ring, Sophie realized the reflection 
wasn’t hers at all. It was a face she’d never seen before—a strange man’s, 
with wild brown hair, dark, leathery skin, and a fat, hooked nose. Confused, 
Sophie leaned in to see him... closer... closer... until the man lifted 
black, bloodshot eyes, with a dangerous grin— 

Then he stabbed out his hands and slammed Sophie into the guillotine 
of teeth. 

Sophie gasped awake, scared out of her wits— 

She froze dead still. Someone was in the chamber. Scratching and 
rustling, like a black cat sharpening its nails. 

Chest hammering, she squinted into the early morning. No one there. 
Slowly she turned her head and to her relief, saw it wasn’t a person making 
the sounds, but a whirring gleam of steel. Still half-asleep, she first thought 





it a spindle, before she remembered spindles were for Sleeping Beauty, the 
lamest princess of all time and surely dead by now since she was old and 
old people die and Sophie wasn’t old or dead... . and well, that finally got 
her out of bed. 

She had to blink a few times to make sure what she was seeing was 
indeed there: the Storian itself doing all that scratching and rustling—the 
pen that had dimmed the Endless Woods by refusing to write, now... 
writing. 

But how? she thought. The Storian had been stalled over the last page of 
her and Agatha’s storybook for weeks. It hadn’t moved an inch when she 
took the School Master’s ring. Which meant it wasn’t her ending the pen 
had been doubting, but rather— 

Sophie’s heart skittered. Impossible . . . 

Pulling her blankets around her, she tiptoed forward in her saggy black 
nightdress, afraid the slightest sound might disrupt it. But as Sophie grew 
closer, she saw the pen wasn’t writing at all, but chipping at her storybook 
like a bricklayer removing bricks, scraping off the last line, letter by letter, 
until “THE END” was fully gone. With a red-hot glow, the Storian twirled 
into the air, like a butterfly freed from its cocoon, and dove back down to 
the book, continuing the story right where it left off. The steel nib spilled 
ink onto brand-new pages, filled by dozens of flurried paintings Sophie 
could hardly follow: walls of emerald flames . . . guards in black masks .. . 
swan-marked tombs . . . a cadaverous wolf and giant... . until swirls of 
forest green streaked across a blank sheet. 

Two lean bodies came into view, framed by the high, twisting trees of 
the Woods. Sophie watched the pen fill in the blankness of their faces... a 
boy’s slate-blue eyes and juicy lips .. . a girl’s flat brows and sunken 
cheeks. .. . Jt can t be, she thought, waiting for the Storian to slash an errant 
line. But every stroke made the scene more and more real, as if birthed from 
her own memory, until Sophie was sure this was all still a dream, for the 
pen was drawing two people in the Woods—two people who couldn t be in 
the Woods, because they’d found a happy ending somewhere else. She 
pinched her arm hard, expecting to wake up in bed, but they only grew 
clearer: Agatha and Tedros, alive on the page, gazing at her with wide eyes, 
inviting her in. 


They’re.... back? Sophie gasped, heart swelling. Jealousy and betrayal 
and pain broke away like a soft eggshell and a warm wave of hope flooded 
through her before she could keep it down. She caressed her two best 
friends, looking out of her storybook, and let herself feel what she’d been 
ashamed of all this time. 

I miss you, Aggie. 

I miss you, Teddy. 

Tears rising, she imagined herself in the empty space on the page 
between them— 

Until the Storian drew Agatha and Tedros’ hands intertwined across the 
gap, the two Evers following a shadow into the darkness of the Woods. 

Sophie studied their clasped fingers, no longer any room for her. 

“They’re coming for you,” said a voice behind her. 

Sophie turned to Rafal, gorgeously posed against the window like a teen 
rebel, clad in a lace-up black shirt and black leather pants. His ice-blue stare 
lingered on the storybook, but carried no surprise, as if he’d been waiting 
for the prince and princess to return. 

“I told you it wasn’t our ending the Storian questioned,” he said. “Turns 
out your friends aren't happy without you. They think you need to be 
rescued from me. That your ending is with them.” 

Sophie looked back at the Storian, writing beneath the painting of 
Agatha and Tedros in fresh ink: 


“Love wasn t enough for them anymore. They needed their best friend.” 


Sophie gaped at the storybook. Here she’d been, berating herself for 
thinking of Aggie and Tedros every spare second . . . when they’d been 
thinking of her too? She smiled at the thought, touched. Then her smile 
evaporated. 

“How can three people have a happy ending?” Sophie asked. 

Rafal watched her carefully. “If one person is happy alone, of course.” 

“While two get each other?” Sophie asked, frowning. 

“Oh you’d get used to it. Watching them kiss by the fireplace . . . sitting 
alone during supper while they nuzzle each other . . . trailing behind them 
on garden strolls like a puppy on a leash . . . settling year by year into your 
role as the third wheel . . .” Rafal glided towards her, half of his face still in 


shadow. “Then again, you could always meet a boy in Camelot. Not much 
of a kingdom anymore, but plenty of peasant boys to choose from. Sunburnt 
cheeks, yellow teeth, chubby backsides, not a coin in their pockets. But a 
nice, normal boy and isn’t that what matters?” He drew her into his arms. 
“A boy who lives with his old, wrinkled mother in her ramshackle house, 
raising goats and pigs. A boy who will give you an ordinary life, where you 
fry his meat and bathe old Mummy and raise sunburnt, chubby little sons 

Sophie was tensing so much she couldn’t breathe. “That will never 
happen,” she whispered and her muscles relaxed in his grip. 

“Didn’t think so,” Rafal whispered back. He touched her shoulder, his 
long, milky fingers tracing up her neck. Sophie’s skin quivered. She’d never 
had a boy hold her that she hadn’t manipulated. She’d never had a boy 
touch her that didn’t mind the storms and rages of her heart. She’d never 
had a boy love her for everything she was, warts and all. 

Sophie looked up and saw him in the light—pearly, angelic skin, 
powder-blue eyes, luscious pink mouth, like a young Jack Frost—so white- 
hot and handsome that she suddenly felt the uglier of the two. “You might 
like me now, but what happens when I get old?” she asked. “Will you still 
want me then?” 

Rafal smiled. “My brother and I stayed young as long as we loved each 
other. When I broke our bond, I was destined to age and die like every other 
villain who proved they couldn’t love. But your kiss restored my youth, 
Sophie. Your love will let me live forever, just like my brother’s love once 
did. Just like my love once kept him alive too. Which means as long as you 
wear my ring, neither you nor I will ever grow old.” 

Sophie turned to him. “P1 live forever?” 

Rafal pulled her in once more. “We will. Together.” 

Live forever? Sophie thought in a fog. Old but young... . young but old 
. . . Just like the beautiful boy holding her. What would it be like to love 
someone forever? Could love even last that long? She thought of Agatha on 





the lakeshore, vowing to be her friend forever . . . Tedros on a moonlit 
bridge, promising to be her prince forever .. . Agatha and Tedros kissing, 
swearing to each other... “Forever...” 


Only Forever never seemed to last. 


Sophie lay against Rafal’s firm chest, studying the gold ring on his 
finger, matching the one on hers. All this time she’d been so hurt by her two 
best friends who deserted her, so sure they’d forgotten her and gone on to 
perfect happiness. Instead they’d come back to redo their Ever After, 
wanting her, needing her to be happy. Sophie waited to feel the same 
feeling, to choose her best friends even ıt meant she ended up alone... 

But all Sophie could feel were the arms of a boy who’d stayed loyal to 
her from the beginning, a Forever that finally sounded like the truth. 

She spun and kissed Rafal, his mouth cold against hers, holding it long 
and slow, waiting for something in her heart to stop her. Nothing did. As 
their lips parted, she saw the Storian conjure a new page, capturing their 
kiss in brilliant colors, before adding a closing line: 


J 


“But friendship wasn t enough for Sophie anymore. She needed love.’ 


Sophie looked up at Rafal, her forehead beaded with sweat. He put his 
hand to it. 

“Look at that. Fever’s broken.” 

Together, they watched the sun slide out from behind a cloud, Sophie 
expecting its return to brilliant life . . . only to see the sun still yolky and 
anemic against a cold blue morning, even weaker than before. Only it 
wasn’t just weaker, it was leaking small gobs of yellow light into the sky, 
drip, drip, drip, \ike an icicle in summer. Sophie stepped closer to the 
window ledge, eyes wide. There was no question about it. 

The sun was melting. 

She whirled to the School Master. “But you said if the Storian wrot 

“A new story. And ours still needs an end,” said Rafal soberly. “Our 
storybook can’t close now that your friends have come back. Not as long as 
they have a new ending in mind. An ending where Good wins and Evil dies 
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He paused, locking into her emerald eyes. 

“They’re coming to kill me, Sophie.” 

Sophie held his stare, stunned, and looked down at Agatha and Tedros, 
on their way through the Woods to rescue her. In their version of the story, 
they would save her from an Evil School Master. But to Sophie, her Good 


friends were about to slay the only boy who’d ever loved her, so she could 
be a sidekick to someone else’s Ever After. 

Sidekick. That’s the ending they thought she deserved. 

Sophie burned, glaring at her gold ring. She was a queen. 

“I won’t let them hurt you,” she seethed. 

“You’d do that for me?” The School Master’s boyish face contorted 
with emotion. “You’d fight your own friends?” 

Sophie tensed. “F-f-fight Agatha and Ted—? But I thought—” 

“That they’ll leave us in peace and go on their way if you tell them to?” 
Rafal asked sweetly. 

“But I can’t fight her. Surely there’s another way—” Sophie pressed. 

His eyes hardened. “War is the only way.” 

Sophie bristled at the change in his tone. But she knew he was right. 
After the young School Master nearly killed Tedros with Tedros’ own 
sword, the prince was coming for his blood, and Agatha would be behind 
him. War was on the horizon and Sophie had to take a side. 

Sophie thought of all the times Agatha had allied with Tedros against 
her: during the Circus of Talents and Evil Ball, then in her secret plan to 
kiss Tedros and banish her home during the Boy-Girl War. Sophie’s blood 
simmered to a boil. Agatha had even believed she was turning into a witch 
in the Blue Forest, believing Tedros over her, when it was Dean Sader’s 
magic all along. “I'm not this!” she’d cried, begging her friend to see the 
truth. But Agatha had stayed firmly by her prince’s side. 

Sophie too had a side to take—even if it meant fighting her best friend. 
Just like Agatha would protect her prince, she would protect her one true 
love. 

“This is it, isn’t it?” she whispered, watching the melting sun. “Either 
they die ... or we do. Good versus Evil. That's the way all fairy tales end.” 

She saw Rafal’s chest rise on a breath, as if at last they were on the 
same page. “Your friends think they can stop our book from closing, my 
love,” he said, sweet once again. “They think they can stop the future. But 
they’re too late.” 

He watched the fading sun, as if studying an hourglass. “The war 
against Good has already begun.” 

Sophie saw him look back at her with a snakelike grin and she began to 
sense there was more to his return than kisses and rings. “But Good always 
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wins in the end— 
wider. 

“You’ve forgotten the one thing I have on my side that they no longer 
do.” Rafal moved towards her, slowly, smoothly . . . 

“You.” 

Sophie met his gaze, breathless. 

“Come my queen,” he said, fingers slipping into hers. “Your kingdom 
awaits.” 

Sophie’s heart pumped faster. Kingdom. . . . Once upon a time, there 
was a beautiful little girl in a pink princess dress, waiting by her window to 
be kidnapped, convinced that one day she’d be the ruler of a faraway land 


she started, only to see the School Master grinning 


She looked up at Rafal, the old glint back in her eye. “So much for 
Camelot.” 

Sophie smiled, her ring brushing his, and she followed her love hand in 
hand to fight for their happy ending— just like a prince and princess on the 
page she’d left behind. 


“Shouldn’t I change first? I can’t go gadding about in this,” Sophie huffed, 
trying to pin down her nightdress, battered by the wind. 

Her glass slippers wobbled on the window ledge, sending silver pebbles 
cascading into the abyss of green fog. She wrenched back against the tower 
wall, clutching Rafal’s bicep. They were so high in the sky she couldn’t see 
the ground. “Surely there are stairs we can take. Only a half-wit would 
build a tower without stairs or a rope or a suitable fire escape—” 

“Do you trust me?” 

Sophie looked into Rafal’s eyes, hot with adrenaline, not a trace of fear 
in them. 

“Yes,” Sophie whispered. 

“Then don’t let go.” He seized her by the waist and dove off the tower. 

Green mist gobbled them as they plunged at bullet speed into arctic 
cold. Any instinct for Sophie to scream vanished because of how tightly 
Rafal held her, muscles sealing her to his chest. Safe in his arms, she let 
herself go, gasping as Rafal slip-turned like a hawk with dangerous speed, 
their entwined limbs spinning towards earth. With a full somersault, he 
rocketed back up and Sophie howled with abandon, closing her eyes and 


holding out her arms against him like wings. They soared in and out of 
shadows, amber sunrays flickering on her eyelids, the taste of clouds in her 
mouth. If only Agatha could see her now, she thought— happy, in love, and 
recklessly alive, like a princess riding a dragon instead of fighting it. Rafal 
shot across the bay like a fireball and she pressed her cheek into his neck, 
electrified by his skin on hers, his steaming breaths faster and faster, his 
hands tighter and tighter . . . until his feet gently touched down without a 
sound and Sophie felt herself suspended in space like the Storian over her 
book. 

She nestled into him, scarlet and hot. 

“Do it again,” she whispered. 

Rafal chuckled, touching her face, and slowly Sophie opened her eyes 
to the world. 

The first thing she noticed is that the Blue Forest was no longer blue. 

She pulled away from Rafal, windswept and dizzy, and staggered 
forward from the tower, anchored in the middle of the forest. 

The Blue Willows had rotted to black husks. The once-weatherproof 
blue grass was now urine yellow, cracking and breaking under her feet. 
Bracing from the wintry breeze, Sophie crawled through diseased, fallen 
trunks in the Turquoise Thicket, her nightgown catching on cancerous 
fungus and mold. Worst of all was the stench: an acrid, acid reek that made 
her eyes water and grew stronger the deeper she went into the Forest. By 
the time she reached the Tulip Garden, a stinking ashpit of amber and 
brown, she’d covered her face with both hands, barely able to stand straight. 
She looked back for Rafal, but couldn’t see him. 

Sophie gasped a shallow breath and plowed forward. She had to get out 
of here. 

She shambled into the Fernfield, desperate to find the North Gates and 
stopped short. The ferns, once thigh-high with lush, cobalt fronds, was a 
wasteland of dead animals, swarming with roaches and flies. Under the 
jaundiced sun, carcasses of emaciated rabbits, storks, squirrels, and deer 
littered the dirt in front of the sealed gates, as if they’d all tried to flee and 
failed. 

Then she heard a familiar hissing. 

She raised her eyes to dozens of black spiricks, coiled around the gates, 
flicking red tongues. Sophie shrank from the flat-headed snakes with deadly 


barbs through every scale, that once prevented anything from getting into 
the School for Boys, and now prevented all the anımals from getting out. 
Sophie slowly looked up at the School Master’s tower in the distance, 
looming over the Blue Forest like a landmark in a demented park. 

Sophie’s heart sagged. The Blue Forest had once been the school’s 
kitschy backyard, a safeguarded replica of the deadly Woods. She smiled, 
reliving her liveliest moments here: running circles around a rabid stymph 
in the Blueberry Fields while Agatha berated her; seducing Tedros in the 
Thicket with couture Evil uniforms; her heart pattering as the prince leaned 
in to kiss her over the Blue Brook. . . . Then her smile slowly dissipated as 
other moments from the Forest came back too. Tedros rejecting her in the 
Shrubs when she didn’t save him in a Trial; Tedros in the Blue Willows, 
looking so betrayed as she reverted from Filip’s body; Agatha and Tedros 
recoiling from her in the Pine Glen, before they’d tried to send her 


home. . . . Soon the bad memories overwhelmed the good and as Sophie 
looked up at the Forest, it turned a shade blacker and bleaker before her 
eyes. 


“Tt likes you,” Rafal drolled, coming up behind her. 

Sophie spun. “What? J did that?” 

“You did all of this,” he said, scanning the whole dead Forest. “You and 
me together.” 

“T-I-I don’t understand,” Sophie stammered. “I don’t want the Forest 
like this—” 

“It doesn’t matter what you think you want. It only matters what's truly 
inside you,” said Rafal. “The Schools mirror back their Masters’ souls, as 
does the Storian they both protect. When my brother ruled with me, the 
castles reflected the balance between us: one light for Good, one dark for 
Evil. Last year, with Evelyn Sader and Tedros at war, the castles reflected 
the balance between Boys and Girls.” He caressed Sophie’s ring. “But now 
with you by my side, there's a new balance .. . beyond Good and Evil... 
beyond Boys and Girls...” 

Sophie tracked his gaze up to the two black castles lording over the 
Forest, tipped with alien-green fog. At first glance, both castles appeared 
indistinguishable . . . but then Sophie peered closer. The old Evil castle had 
turned to jagged stone, resembling the jaws of a monster, while the once 
bloodred creepers coiling its three towers were the same eerie green as the 


fog. The old Good castle was black too, circled with the same green mist, 
but its four towers had sharpened turrets and smooth, shiny walls that 
looked wet, as if the entire school was made out of polished obsidian. 
Linked by the foggy bridge in the distance, the two schools seemed like a 
Before and After: one castle a fiendish, saw-toothed crumble; one castle a 
cold, sleek fortress. 

Confused, Sophie inched closer towards the Forest gates, trying to get a 
better view of the schools . . . when the spiricks’ eyes all darted to her. 
Sophie stumbled back, expecting them to spit their noxious poison— 
instead, they all bowed their heads like slaves and the golden gates parted, 
offering a clear path into the Clearing. 

Spooked, Sophie scampered out of the Forest. Thankfully there were no 
surprises in the Clearing. Just as before, there were two Tunnels of Trees 
diverging out of the field, one into each castle. During the war between 
Boys and Girls, the tunnels had been sealed with giant rocks, but now they 
were wide open like they were first year. Only as Sophie drew closer, she 
saw that both tunnels were labeled with wooden boards, nailed over the 
entrances. Crooked black letters slashed across each one. 

The tunnel leading into the jagged, pockmarked castle said: 


OLD 
The tunnel leading into the smooth, shiny castle said: 
NEW 


A hand took hers and Sophie jumped. She looked up at Rafal, grinning 
sharp teeth. 

“A time-tested Master. A fresh, young queen,” he said. “And a School 
for Evil reborn.” 

Sophie smiled weakly, shoving down the sinking feeling in her stomach. 

He led her into the tunnel marked NEW and Sophie hurried to catch up, 
reminding herself that she’d finally found love, real love, and it was worth 
anything she had to do to keep it. 
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Evil Is the New Good 


The Tunnel of Trees led straight to the Good castle doors, lit by candles 
usually visible by now through the branches. But the deeper Sophie went, 
the darker the tunnel became, a sharp clacking sound amplifying ahead, like 
an aggressive clock. Uneasy, she took Rafal’s hand. 

“I didn’t expect Dean Sader to make a holy mess of things,” he sighed. 
“I thought that by putting a piece of my soul into Evelyn, I’d have some 
control over her in the event of my death—” 





Sophie could hear the sounds growing louder. Click clack. Click clack. 
Click clack. 

“From within Evelyn’s body, I had enough control to ensure she brought 
you back to school . . . and, one day, to me,” he continued. “And yet, I 
couldn’t control all of her. That crude business of slaveboys and worlds 
without princes, and girls good, boys bad . . . She was always resentful of 
her brother’s gifts and I’m afraid my students had to suffer for it.” 

Sophie could hardly hear him over the clacking, as she glimpsed frosted 
doors ahead, black instead of the old white, the once blue torch flames 
above it now green. 

“She left behind an ugly war, with Boys and Girls hell-bent on 
destroying each other,” he was saying, “but in the end, it wasn’t hard to 
make them lay down their arms. After all, no matter how divided they’d 
become, now they have something even stronger uniting them...” 

He stopped at the doors with a dashing grin. “Me.” 

Sophie stared at him. Confused, she flung open the doors— 

A crush of bodies nearly flattened her and she hugged a wall for dear 
life. 

“Welcome to the School for New Evil,” said Rafal. 

In a black-marble foyer, boys and girls in crisp black uniforms and 
black berets marched by in perfect lines. Chins up, chests out, they stomped 
with steely stares, right-left, right-left, past the four glass staircases, now 
hued green. The boys were in belted leather breeches, half-sleeved black 
shirts with starched collars, narrow green ties, and thick-heeled boots, while 
the girls wore skin-hugging black pinafores over plunging green blouses, 
knee-high socks, and flat black slippers. Two of the girls marched in front 
of Sophie: green-skinned Mona and one-eyed, bald Arachne, tight lipped 
and eyes fixed ahead. Ravan was right behind them, his oily face scrubbed 
clean, his once long, matted hair clipped short and neat. Impish Vex 
tramped next to him, head shaved, spine straight, subtly picking at breeches 
wedged up his bottom. 

Sophie stiffened in shock. Nevers chic... clean... . in straight lines? 
She’d once despised the villains for their poor appearance, but now it was 
Sophie who felt embarrassed by her own unwashed cheeks and dumpy 
black nightgown. She tried to catch more Nevers’ faces beneath their berets, 
but the foyer was dark, holding them in shadow. The only lights seemed to 


come from fleeting flashes of green glow, dispersed over the army in sync 
with the march, as if there was an invisible swarm of fireflies keeping time. 

Then Sophie noticed another haze of green light over the Legends 
Obelisk, centered between the four staircases, crammed with student 
portraits. Looking for the source, she scanned up the high stained glass 
windows (once haloed visions of a white swan, now replaced with a glaring 
black swan) to the domed sunroof, sealed over with deadly stalactites, 
glowing snake-green like a malevolent chandelier. As Sophie’s gaze roamed 
to the buffed staircases, shiny onyx arches, and ruthless marchers, she saw 
that Good’s home and all that came with it—elegance, discipline, style— 
had been usurped entirely by Evil. 

And yet, watching this parade, Sophie felt her stomach relax, for there 
wasn’t anything the least bit sinister about Evil wanting to be “New” or 
adding a dash of color or showing off a bit of thigh. Indeed, she’d held 
lunchtime rallies her first year, pleading for all three— 

Suddenly, beneath the stalactites, she caught sight of another face in the 
Never army: a scared-looking boy with a big chest and hairy arms. 
Chaddick’s gray eyes met Sophie’s, just as shocked to see her as she was to 
see him. Out of the corner of his lips he mouthed the word “Help”—.before 
a burst of green firefly lights detonated near him, and he whipped his gaze 
forward, wincing with pain. 

Flummoxed, Sophie slid along the wall, trying to catch a last look as he 
vanished into the wings. Chaddick? Good’s most loyal sidekick? Why was 
he with Nevers? 

But from her new vantage point, Sophie saw more Evers in black 
uniforms spliced into the march: luscious, caramel-skinned Reena . . . tall, 
willowy Giselle . . . sleek dark-skinned Nicholas . . . redheaded, freckled 
Millicent . . . baby-faced Hiro . . . all trembly and tense as fireflies popped 
off around them like warning shots. 

Dread rising, Sophie turned back to the Legends Obelisk. The Evers’ 
portraits, once smiling and kind, were painted with baleful scowls and 
sneers, matching the Nevers’ frames, now jammed onto the same column. 

“Evers learning .. . Evil?” Sophie breathed, looking up at Rafal. 

“Evers and Nevers both,” the young School Master corrected. “After 
two years of war, a unified school, protecting the future of Evil.” He 
surveyed his troops. “The students had to adjust to all being in the same 


castle, of course. More of them per room, more competition in classes ... 
but if anyone has any complaints, / haven’t heard them.” 

Sophie squinted out the window, remembering the other tree tunnel. 
“But what’s in the ‘Old’ school?” 

Rafal eyed the rotted towers across Halfway Bridge. “If the School for 
New will write Evil’s future, then the School for Old rewrites its past. . .” 
His pupils shot to Sophie lizard quick. “But you are not to step foot in the 
School for Old. It is forbidden to all students and to you. Understand?” He 
stared her down, looking like a headmaster despite his youth. 

Sophie nodded, startled. 

“Your responsibilities are here and only here,” he commanded, 
“ensuring your young colleagues adjust to their new school. With the 
volatility of the past two years, all students will be held to—how should I 
put it—a higher standard than before.” 

“But you told us all souls are born Good or Evil,” Sophie prodded, “that 
they can’t be changed—” 

“And yet, a wise girl taught me it isn’t who you are that matters, it’s 
what you do. And now all of them will do Evil.” His gaze slid past her. 
“Just like their new queen.” 

Sophie followed his sightline to the foyer’s wall murals, all featuring 
her and the young School Master kissing against celestial night skies. They 
were both in black leather, wearing jagged metal crowns, as fiery stars cast 
halos over their heads. In each mural, a single green letter was 
superimposed on their embracing bodies. Once spelling out G-O-O-D, the 
wall paintings now spelled... E-V-I-L. 

As students kept filing past, Sophie turned full circle, soaking in her 
painted image on every wall: her golden hair fanned beneath a spiked 
queen’s crown; her lips pressed against her true love’s, a boy so smoldering, 
so intense, so unnerving that he’d have made Snow White, Cinderella, and 
Sleeping Beauty dump their princes at first sight. All her life, she’d 
devoured storybooks, desperate to have her own face big enough someday 
for the world to worship . . . to have an Ever After that would make girls 
writhe with jealousy. ... And now Sophie realized she’d won. She was the 
face of a school. The face of a generation. The face of the future. Sophie 
couldn’t stop an imperious grin, feeling more and more like her old self. 


“For hundreds of years, Readers like you wanted to be Good because 
Good always wins. But our story will change all that,” said Rafal, pulling 
her into him. “Evil is the new Good.” 

Sophie felt so safe in his arms that his words washed over her. “Evil is 
the new Good,” she burbled, cuddling into him . . . until she saw sweet, 
cherubic Kiko in line, sniffling back tears, an elaborate black veil over her 
face, as if on her way to a funeral. “But suppose they can’t be Evil?” Sophie 
said guiltily, pulling away. 

“Every student has a choice: join Evil or die,” he snarled, simmering 
with hot-blooded youth. “And it is not enough to join Evil. They must excel 
at it.” 

He was looking at the green glass staircases at the corners of the room, 
the banisters no longer carved with the four values of Good. Instead each 
staircase had a new inscription: 


LEADERS 
HENCHMEN 
ANIMALS 
PLANTS 


“Third year is tracking year,” Rafal said. “We’ll house students by 
rankings, as they prepare to enter their new lives beyond graduation. And if 
that isn’t enough incentive to perform . . . let's just say I do better than 
butterflies.” 

With a swish of his finger, he brightened the glow of the chandelier and 
now Sophie saw the fireflies weren’t fireflies at all. Floating over the 
students was a cloud of black-winged fairies, armed with whippy green 
stingers and jaws of black shark teeth. If any Ever or Never lagged in line 
or glanced in Sophie’s direction, the fairies stung them with a blast of angry 
light, jabbing and biting them on until the last of the terrified students 
disappeared into the wings. As the fairies whizzed after them, Sophie 
caught a glimpse of their faces—hideously peeling skin, serrated stitches, 
and eyes cloud-white like zombies. Sophie recoiled in surprise, only to see 
one fairy in the group stop and peer straight at her: a boy fairy she knew 
with sunken cheeks and short, wispy wings. 

Bane. The Good fairy she’d killed first year. 


Except now Bane was right here in front of her, zombified and Evil, 
glowering back at his killer. 

Sophie plastered against the wall, looking for somewhere to hide, but it 
was too late. Bane ripped towards her with a violent hiss, his knife-edged 
teeth gleaming— 

The School Master shot him with white sparks, sending Bane sputtering 
out of the foyer like a popped balloon. 

Cowering with relief, Sophie looked up at Rafal. “Dead f-f-fairies . . . 
undead?” 

“Once upon a time, Nevers who failed at being Evil were turned into 
slaves for Good. Now they have a second chance to prove their love of Evil 
and their loyalty to me.” His eyes seared into hers. “Just like you.” He 
walked away, humming a soft tune. “Come, my love. There’s more to see.” 

Sophie didn’t follow, her breath stoppered. 

Don t go, whispered a soft voice inside her. 

Agatha’s voice. 

This isn t you, Sophie. 

This isn t real love. 

Sophie felt her back sweating, the gold ring on her finger suddenly 
scalding hot. 

He s using you. 

Light flooded through her and Sophie couldn’t breathe. She closed her 
eyes, the ring boiling on her skin as if about to eat through her—as if she 
had to destroy it right now— 

“Sophie.” 

Her lids opened. 

“No one loves you but me,” said Rafal, his voice like a dagger. “No one 
will ever love you but me.” 

Sophie stared into his pupils and saw her own reflection. The ring went 
cold on her finger. Agatha’s voice quieted inside of her. 

Rafal took her by the waist and this time, Sophie didn’t resist. As he 
guided her ahead towards the Leaders staircase, she heard his voice echoing 
inside her .. . No one but me . . . echoing deeper, echoing deeper, like a 
pebble down a well until it settled at the bottom, an undeniable truth. 
Looking up at Rafal, she nestled tighter into his side, afraid to let him go— 

She stopped cold. 


A raven-haired boy was standing ahead, at the edge of the foyer. Tight 
chest and stomach muscles pressed against his black uniform shirt, and his 
breeches revealed smooth, chiseled calves. His dark bangs draped over his 
forehead and his long nose was the only feature out of proportion on his 
small, heart-shaped face. Sophie drew a breath, taken by his cool, erect 
stance, and for a moment she thought him the strange man from her dream. 
But he was too young, clearly a student. Only she didn’t recognize him 
from either school— 

But then Sophie saw his eyes. 

Scorching her with hate. 

His beady, weaselly eyes. 

“Shouldn’t you be somewhere, Hort?” the School Master said, 
glowering at him. 

Hort’s glare slashed deeper into Sophie, honing in on her hand in 
Rafal’s, before he finally glanced up. “I was throwing hammers in the gym, 
Master,” he said, flat and hard. “Earned extra time.” 

“Right. You’ve been racking up the first ranks, I hear,” said the School 
Master, pulling Sophie tighter and making sure Hort saw it. “Keep up the 
good work, Captain.” 

Hort gave Sophie a last deadly look before he walked into the wings. 

Sophie didn’t move, her heart thundering. First ranks? . . . gym? ... 
Captain? Hort? 

“Shall we?” 

She looked up at Rafal, who was staring blackly at where Hort had just 
been. 

“I don’t want you to miss your first class,” he said, slipping a small 
scroll of paper into her hand, before he glided up the stairs in front of her. 

Sophie lagged behind, still dazed by Hort’s reappearance and the weird 
looks between him and Rafal— 

Then her eyes bulged wide. 

“My first what?” 


“Class?” Sophie fluttered after the School Master, frantically scanning the 
parchment. “Advanced Uglification . . . Advanced Henchmen Training 
this is a schedule! You said I was a queen! A queen doesn’t go to class—” 





“A queen has responsibilities,” said Rafal, calmly stepping off the first- 
floor landing. 

“Oh I’m sorry, did Cinderella go to class for her happy ending? Did 
Snow White find true love and then go do homework?” Sophie squawked. 
“A queen’s life should be a cornucopia of servant briefings, bodice fittings, 
court meetings, caviar tastings, attaché dinners, ball planning, and sea-salt 
massages by scantily clad boys. Not a return to plebeian students and 
insipid class—” 

Sophie stopped short, noticing her surroundings. The entrance hallway 
to sea-themed Honor Tower, whose walls and ceiling once mimicked a 
princely blue tidal wave, now had its surging waters painted the same slime 
green as the fog tipping the two castles. For a moment, she was confused by 
the change, until she looked out a porthole window and saw Halfway Bay 
in the melted sunlight. For the first time in two years, there was no dividing 
line between the waters, no halves to the bay at all. Its entire body was the 
same slime green as the painted tides on the walls around her. 

“One dip and it’ll rip the flesh right off your bones,” said Rafal, posed 
against a column. “Good deterrent against anyone who might try to swim 
into the school or swim... out.” 

Sophie heard the warning in his voice, for she’d tried to escape through 
the bay each of the past two years. Clearly Rafal was still testing her new 
allegiance to him. Where had the crogs gone? she distracted herself, 
searching for the stymph-eating white crocodiles that once protected the 
moat. Then she glimpsed a flesh-eaten, disembodied snout floating along 
the bright green surface. The crogs had lasted about as long as the stymphs. 

Sophie followed Rafal across the seashell floor, now artistically 
smattered with bloody splashes, while an old statue of a smiling, 
barechested merman, trident on his lap, had been rechiseled with a gnashed 
scowl, curled fists, and a trident poised to kill. Turning the corner, Sophie 
took in epic murals along the walls, once visions of Good’s most honorable 
victories, now flaunting different endings: a wolf biting into Red Riding 
Hood’s neck . . . a giant atop a beanstalk snapping Jack like a twig... 
Snow White and her dwarves facedown in blood . . . Captain Hook 
plunging his hook into Peter Pan’s heart. . . 

Sophie knew she should be sickened by what she was seeing, but 
instead felt a mutinous thrill at the sight of Evil winning so defiantly, so 


matter-of-factly, as if Good was never supposed to win at all. How could 
she not take secret pleasure in the thought? Her whole life she’d tried to be 
Good. She’d tried to join their school where she thought she belonged. Only 
Good had rejected her, again and again until here she was, Queen of Evil 
. . . queen of the same school she once thought a mistake. Soaking in the 
last mural—Sleeping Beauty and her prince, lashed to a spinning wheel, set 
aflame by a black-caped witch—Sophie started to feel disoriented, as if she 
couldn’t remember the real endings anymore. 

What if I’d learned these stories as a child? Would I have ever wanted 
to be Good? 

Doesnt matter, Sophie thought, breaking from her trance. “An inspired 
bit of redecorating, Rafal. But it still doesn’t make any of it true.” 

“Says who?” he called back. 

Sophie frowned at the murals. “Says the storybooks, obviously. I can 
paint an ending where I bask on a tropical island, serviced by well-muscled 
slaves. But it’s just a fantasy. All of these are fantasies. They don’t mean 
anything. The real endings already happened.” 

Rafal turned. “And what about your kiss with Agatha? Or Agatha’s kiss 
with Tedros? Weren’t those real endings too? And yet here we are, back in 
your story, as if those endings never happened. Endings can change, my 
queen.” 

He gazed out a window at the School for Old. “And change they must.” 

Sophie could have sworn she heard a roar from deep within the Old 
castle, like a monster breaking out of its cage. 

“The Deans are eager to meet you,” he said, heading towards the rear 
staircase. “They’ ll take you to your class.” 

Sophie didn’t move, hands on hips. “You said it yourself. Agatha and 
Tedros are on their way to kill you. I can’t be in class! I have to protect you 
... PI fight with you—” 

“And who do you think will be your army against Agatha and Tedros, if 
not your class?” he said, not looking back. 

“What? No one at this school even likes me—they’ll never listen to me 
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“On the contrary, they have to listen to you,” Rafal said, fading up the 
stairs. 


Standing alone in the hallway, Sophie watched his shadow spiral up the 
banister. She groaned, glancing quickly at her schedule. 


Session Faculty 


1: ADVANCED UGLIFICATION Prof. Bilious Manley 
2: ADVANCED HENCHMAN TRAINING Castor 
3: ADVANCED CURSES & DEATH Queen Sophie 


TRAPS 

4: ADVANCED HISTORY OF VILLAINY School Master 

5: LUNCH 

6: ADVANCED SPECIAL TALENTS Prof. Sheeba Sheeks 
7: WOODS TRAINING Lord Aric 


Sophie snorted, confused. “There’s a mistake on here—has my name for 
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“Your class.” 

Your class. 

No. 

Not possible. 

Sophie dropped the schedule like a stone. 
“Im a teacher?” 
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When Good Rescues Go Bad 


The path through webbed trees was so narrow and dark that the three 
Evers had to travel one behind the other, like ducks out of a pond. While 
Tedros fixed his gold fingerglow on Princess Uma ahead, he kept peeking 
back at Agatha, whose gold fingerglow was pinned on him. 

“Stop checking on me,” Agatha finally snapped. 

“Oh, no, it’s just . . . I didn’t remember our glows matching so much,” 
Tedros fumbled and quickly turned around. 





Agatha didn’t answer. For one thing, she was sick of his worried glances 
and sugar-sweet conversation, as if she was about to have a nervous 
breakdown or drown herself in the nearest pond. For another, she didn’t feel 
like talking to anyone (least of all about inane color symmetries), anxious 
the conversation might drift back to her mother. But most of all, she was 
preoccupied with wresting Sophie away from the School Master, rehearsing 
again and again what she’d say to her best friend when they finally made it 
to school. 

Tell her how much you miss her . . . or should I apologize first? ... How 
do you apologize for ruining someone 5 life? “Sorry I tried to banish you 
forever” ... “Sorry I thought you were a witch”... “Sorry I never asked 
your mother s name and I’m a crap friend...” 

Agatha gulped. Oh, why drudge up the past? Just get her to destroy the 
ring and then focus on the future. The three of us at Camelot—a clean slate 

Agatha smiled, trying to be confident . . . and slowly deflated. 

Apologize first. 

Agatha tensed again. But suppose she wont destroy the ring? she 
thought, remembering how handsome the young School Master was. She 
thinks he’s her true love, Uma had said, and Agatha knew from experience 
that Sophie wasn’t one to give up on love once she thought she’d found it. 
What if she s happy without me? What if she doesn t want me anymore? 

“PIL rescue Sophie when we find her,” Tedros broke in, as if he’d 
decoded her silence. “Not sure she’ll want you there, to be honest. Let me 
talk to her alone.” 

Agatha looked up, aghast. 

“For one thing, you’ve been through enough already, my love,” her 
prince added, hopping over a log. “Second, you tend to faint at crucial 
moments. And third, Sophie and I have our own special bond.” 

Agatha followed him, stumbling over the log. “First of all, Pm fine. 
Second, I fainted once—” 

“Twice: waltz class and by the lake 

“And third, she’s my best friend—I’ll rescue her—” 

“Look, it’s best if I do it,” Tedros said, walking faster. “You two seem to 
have serious communication issues.” 

“And you two don t?” Agatha said, chasing him. 
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“All you and Sophie ever do is fight—” 

“Because it always involves you!” 

“Well, without you, she and I get along just swell,” puffed Tedros. 

“When have you two even had a conversation?” said Agatha. 

“We were roommates last year—” 

“When she was a boy!” 

“What does that have to do with anything—” 

“A boy you tried to kiss!” 

Tedros whirled, beet red. “So? You’re allowed to kiss her and I’m not?” 

“Not when she’s a boy!” Agatha barked. 

“You kissed her when she was a girl!” roared Tedros— 

“T like you two better when you’re quiet,” Princess Uma hissed, glaring 
from the path. 

Tedros mumbled something about “females” and “hypocrites” and 
stamped ahead, no longer checking back on his princess. 

For the next three hours, Uma, Tedros, and Agatha slogged and shivered 
single file through the Endless Woods, stopping only when Agatha collided 
with a tree (often) or Tedros needed to pee (even more often). (“What’s 
wrong with you?!” Agatha growled. “It’s cold!” Tedros yelled.) Agatha 
tried to ask her teacher about her mother’s past—had Callis been in a 
storybook? How did she end up in Gavaldon?—but Uma said there’d be 
time for questions once they made it to League Headquarters. 

“League Headquarters?” frowned Tedros. “I thought we were going to 
school—” 

“And who do you think will get you into school?” said Uma. “The 
School Master has turned the castles into a fortress of Evil. Try and enter 
alone and you will be dead before you breach the gates. Your mother knew 
the League of Thirteen is your only hope to get to Sophie alive.” Uma 
glanced worriedly at the sun. “Besides, you'll be safe at Headquarters 
tonight. Won’t last a minute in the Woods after dark on your own.” 

“Have you seen any other undead villains? Besides the wolf and giant?” 
Agatha said, trying to keep their teacher talking. 

“Not yet.” Uma looked back at her. “Another reason to be quiet.” 

Dawn blossomed to a crisp, windy morning, and the students no longer 
needed their fingerglows to see. As Agatha and Tedros moved deeper into 
the Woods, huddled in their cloaks, Agatha noticed an eerie green haze 


thicken the air, sour smelling and cold. It reminded her of the jellied mildew 
on her front porch, where Reaper collected his headless birds. Her stomach 
turned, thinking of her bald little cat, all alone in her house. She wrenched 
her focus back to the present, to the tree branches passing over her head, 
spindly and jointed . . . like a skeleton’s hands . . . ticking on her mother’s 
clock... 

Agatha’s gut twisted deeper. 

“When will it w-w-warm up?” Tedros asked, teeth chattering. “Sun’s 
acting like it’s half asleep.” 

Indeed, Agatha had been waiting for the sun to brighten too, but with 
each hour, it stayed sickly pale, even as it rose higher in the sky. She began 
to notice cankered tree trunks and fragile ferns, a skeletal chipmunk quailed 
in mulch, and the corpses of a few malnourished crows. Agatha fingered a 
single flowering plum, quivering on a bare tree; it withered under her 
fingers and rotted to black. 

“Agatha, look,” Tedros said. 

She followed his eyes to a titanic wreckage of vines, trees, and glass 
thirty yards off the path, glittering in sun mist like an imploded greenhouse. 
Tedros deviated off the trail to get a closer look, Agatha tailing behind him. 
As she neared the colossal ruins, at least fifteen feet high, she glimpsed 
petals and leaves flaking off the tree trunks, catching the light like new 
blossoms in spring. But drawing closer, Agatha saw all these petals and 
leaves were dead, sprinkling the dirt between decaying blue frogs. Agatha 
ran her hands along one of the fallen trunks, her fingers tracing letters 
etched into the wood: HIBISCUS LINE. 

“It's a Flowerground train,” said Tedros, inspecting a dead vine. “Whole 
Forest seems to be dying. Maybe the sun’s too weak to keep any of the 
plants alive?” 

Agatha didn’t answer, still riled up from their earlier spat. 

“But why would the sun be any weaker than before?” Tedros prodded. 

Silence hung awkwardly. 

They both mumbled about getting on and spun from each other, as if to 
follow Princess Uma, but she was far ahead on the path, a miniature 
shadow, and they had to run after her when they realized she wasn’t going 
to stop. 


They followed her through Willow Walk, Thicket Tumble, and Pumpkin 
Point, as rickety wooden signs named these parts, which all mirrored 
portions of the Blue Forest back at school, only bigger and drearier. 
Occasionally Uma stopped to let them eat a few sludgy meerworms from 
her pockets (Uma herself abstained, saying it’d be rude to eat her “friends”) 
or to ask a sparrow or chipmunk to guide them to the nearest pond, where 
they’d inhale palmfuls of brackish water. Still, for all the menace of the 
Woods, they didn’t come across anything that resembled a human being, let 
alone a zombie villain, and Agatha started to wonder if she’d imagined 
everything that had happened on Necro Ridge. 

As if reflecting her easing mind, the tangled forest opened up the farther 
they went, with more air between trees and the thorny brush turning into a 
green carpet of grass, though Agatha could see slivers of yellow starting to 
creep in. When they passed a gilded plaque that said FOXWOOD, Uma’s 
shoulders noticeably relaxed, and soon the dirt path widened so that they 
could all walk together, breathing in clearer air and a tangibly safe feeling, 
as if they’d entered a protected realm. 

“The oldest Ever kingdom,” Uma said, finally at ease. 

Over the trees to the west, Agatha could see the thin spires of a golden 
castle shimmering like organ pipes, but her teacher was already steering 
them to the east, down denser paths. 

“We’ll avoid the thoroughfares and go through the glens. Best to avoid 
you meeting any Evers for the time being.” 

“Why’s that?” Agatha asked, but Uma was too busy gibbering to a 
passing bee. 

By the late afternoon, they came upon a large stone well, its wooden 
roof draped in browning white roses, while a dove pecked at the dry bucket. 
Agatha brushed away the roses to read white words painted on the roof: 
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“League Headquarters is only an hour’s walk from here, so we’ll easily 
make it by sunset,” said Princess Uma, slipping a meerworm in front of the 
dove. The dove perked up at the sight of Uma and chirped back brightly. 
“He says that with the School Master’s return, Evers have been keeping out 
of the Woods. But he knew I’d still come to check on my friends.” 

The dove peered at Agatha and Tedros and let out a few inquisitive 
tweets. 

“Yes, sweetie, they’re the ones,” nodded Uma, stroking the dove, and 
the bird gave the young couple nervous glances, adding a few whispered 
peeps. “He hears you’re the Evers destined to vanquish the School Master.” 
Uma held in a grin. “And he thinks your children will look very .. . 
interesting.” 

Tedros laughed. Agatha didn’t. 

“Might as well show you Snow’s house along the way,” Uma said, 
forging up the trail. “Princes occupied it after the Boy Eviction, until the 
School Master returned and the girls begged all the boys to come back and 
help protect the kingdoms. Turns out all it takes to bring enemies to peace is 
a bigger enemy. Probably hasn’t been anyone here in weeks, then. I used to 
have sooo many friends at Cottage White, you know—sheep, pigs, even 
horses! Always wanted to bring my classes here to talk to them, but 
Clarissa said the animals in the Blue Forest were perfectly adequate for 
lessons. She’s never liked field trips. Thinks the students spend all their 
time kissing behind trees.” Uma fluttered ahead. “A bit true, I suppose.” 


As Agatha watched her go, Tedros slid next to his princess. “Just hear 
me out. I don’t mean to say you’re not as good friends with Sophie as Iam 

“You barely know her,” Agatha fired. 

“Can you listen for two seconds without trying to eat me?” Tedros shot 
back. 

Agatha fumed quietly. 

“Look, both of us know you’re her best friend. That you’re the one 
who’s spent the most time with her,” said Tedros. “But you don’t 
understand why Sophie took his ring in the first place. Sophie just wants to 
be loved, okay? She’s willing to embrace the darkest Evil, all so that she 
doesn’t end up alone. I know how much pain is inside her, because she told 
me. Pain she would never confess to you, because she doesn’t want you to 
see it.” 

“You think Sophie’s more honest with you than with me?” asked 
Agatha. 

“It’s more complicated than that. Sophie thought I loved her once, 
Agatha. She thought I was her prince. You told me yourself: all Sophie ever 
wanted was a happy ending that looked just like ours. If you talk to her, 
she’ll never destroy that ring. She’ll compare herself to you and all those 
feelings will come up. She’ll feel like a third wheel to you and me. She’ll 
feel alone.” 

“And let me guess: only you can make her destroy his ring,” Agatha 
needled. 

“Yes,” Tedros said fervently. “Because I can make her see that if she 
comes with us, she’ll still have a chance at true love one day, even if it isn’t 
with him. I can make her see how beautiful and vibrant and alive she is... 
how soft and clever and fun and . . .” He smiled, lost in his memory of her. 
“T can make her feel loved in a way you can’t.” 

Agatha took in her prince’s glazed smile as he stared off in space. He 
used to look at her the same way once. Now he was talking about another 
girl with that very same look. 

Tedros blinked out of his trance and saw Agatha burning pink. 

“I rescue her alone. Got it?” she said, shoving past him and trundling up 
the path, before she stopped and glowered back. “And if you ever dare faint 
anywhere near me, I’m not catching you!” 


Tedros snorted. “Princes don’t faint!” 

Agatha gritted her teeth and stormed ahead, until she caught up with her 
teacher. 

Princess Uma gave her a look and glanced at Tedros, muttering to 
himself a ways behind. “Ever Afters always look so easy in storybooks, 
don’t they?” 

“Sometimes I feel like he needs a real princess,” murmured Agatha. 

“Have you been a ghost all this time and I haven’t known it?” 

“You know what I mean. I feel like deep down, he wants someone 
pretty and bubbly and who treats him like a prince.” Agatha peeked up at 
her teacher. “Someone whose kids won’t look so interesting.” 

“I had a prince with shiny hair and a small nose like me and who I 
always put first,” Uma replied. “Ever After wasn’t any easier.” 

“You had a prince?” 

“Kaveen, Prince of Shazabah. Aladdin’s great-grandson. Saved me from 
a hive of bloodsucking bees during the Trial by Tale my first year. The bees 
nearly killed him and Kaveen lost his chance to win Captain . . . but in the 
end, he’d won me. Clarissa used to catch us hiding in the library after 
curfew. That tortoise was always asleep and there’s this cushy little nook 
behind the Love Spells shelf. Our initials are still carved into the wood.” 
She smiled, reminiscing. “After we were married, I was kidnapped by a 
warlock from Netherwood, intent on ransoming me back to my prince. Part 
of me knew I should wait for Kaveen to come and rescue me. But I couldn’t 
risk my prince’s life! Suppose Kaveen got hurt? Suppose the warlock killed 
him?” Uma’s caramel eyes glistened. “A white stag from the Woods 
answered my call for help. He ripped the warlock through his heart with his 
horns and battled his henchmen while I escaped. By the time Kaveen 
arrived, I was already free.” 

“I remember seeing it in a painting,” Agatha said, for Uma had 
presented her storybook the first day of school. “It was your happy ending.” 

“Looks like it on a page, doesn’t it?” her teacher said softly. “The 
Storian wrote the triumph of Princess Uma for all to hear—only my prince 
wasn’t a part of it. I became legendary for my deep friendship with the 
animals, while Kaveen was endlessly taunted for arriving to save his 
princess too late. A princess famous for all time and her prince, a failure. 
No one sees that in a storybook, do they?” She paused. “He never said he 


blamed me, of course. But the stress slowly takes its toll, day after day, until 
one day you realize you’re always fighting or ignoring each other and you 
can’t go back to the way it was before. Your happy ending no longer feels 
happy at all.” 

A hot rash rose on Agatha’s neck. “What happens then?” 

“Then you’re both better off with someone else, aren’t you? Or even 
alone...” Uma’s voice cracked. “Like me.” A tear slipped down her cheek. 
“Once happiness is gone between two people, I don’t think it ever comes 
back.” 

“But... but it has to come back!” Agatha fought. “That’s why Tedros 
and I came back—to be happy together—” 

Uma smiled sadly. “Then you’ll have to prove me wrong, won’t you?” 

Agatha shook her head. “But you’re a real princess! If you couldn’t 
keep your prince, then how can—” 

“Does Snow White still live in the cottage?” Tedros piped, busting in 
between them. 

Agatha cleared her throat. Uma dabbed at her eyes with her pink sleeve. 
“A queen in a cottage? Don’t be silly,” she pooh-poohed, walking quicker. 
“Snow lives in the king’s castle, the one you saw before. She’s on her own 
now, since the king died of a snakebite five years back and her dwarf 
friends are scattered in other kingdoms, rich and well taken care of. When 
the School Master returned, the League offered to shelter Snow at 
Headquarters, but she said she was quite happy in her new life and had no 
intention of revisiting the old.” 

“What does the League have to do with Snow White’s old life?” asked 
Agatha. 

“And why would the League protect someone whose story is over?” 
Tedros scoffed— 

A chilling, high-pitched scream tore through the Woods. 

The three Evers stopped dead, looking up at a long, eight-foot-high wall 
of wilting lilacs, stretching out at the end of the path. 

The scream came from behind it. 

“We’ll take another route!” Uma panicked. “Let's use the— Tedros! 
What are you doing?!” 

Tedros hustled towards the hedge. “Sounded like a girl’s cry for help.” 

Speechless, Uma whirled to Agatha. “Come, follow m— Agatha!” 


“If he’s going to rescue a random girl, I should keep my eye on him, 
don’t you think?” said Agatha. 

Uma was about to level them both with a stun spell, but it was too late; 
they were already clawing through the lilacs. “Rescue them from a 
grave —those were my orders,” Uma puffed as she smushed through the 
flower wall after them. “Not ‘chase grandstanding princes’ or ‘manage 
jealous girlfrien—’” 

She came through and froze. Agatha and Tedros stood rigid next to her. 

Nestled into the back of a clearing, Cottage White lay ahead, half in 
shadow, two stories of lumpy wood, with a coned, pink roof shaped like a 
princess’s cap. An explosion of colorful shrubs and flowers had grown 
untended on the roof and first-story eaves, and rain had bled the colors into 
the wood, so that the house had the tint of a rainbow on all its sides. In the 
front garden, amidst the unkempt blooms and a meeting post for tours, there 
were seven pairs of brass shoes laid out in a row, tarnished and dented, a 
tribute to seven old dwarves who’d gone on to new lives. Only now, as the 
three Evers stared out at fourteen shoes that were supposed to be empty, 
they saw they weren’t empty at all. 

Before each brass pair lay a dwarf’s body, facedown in a puddle of 
blood. Each was dressed in a tunic of a solid color from head to toe, with 
matching velvet nightcaps, their tiny feet perfectly fitted into the sculpted 
shoes. 

From the pallor of their hands and the stiffness of their legs, ıt was clear 
at once they were all dead. 

“No... not... not possible—” Uma gasped, stumbling back. 

“You said they were g-g-gone from here!” Agatha stuttered, recoiling 


against the hedge. 

“For decades!” Uma choked out. “Someone must have—someone must 
have brought them back—” 

“What monster would bring dwarves back just to kill them?” said 
Agatha. 


Uma looked at her, blank. 

“Well, whoever did it is gone,” rasped Tedros, scanning the Woods 
around them. He bucked up, struggling to act the prince. “Ill, um, check if 
any of them are still alive.” 

Uma rushed after him. “If so, we must bring them back to the League!” 


Agatha stayed behind, gaping at the bodies and bright red puddles. 
Death everywhere: dwarves . . . Crypt Keeper... her mother... She spun 
away, bursting into chills, trying not to connect them. Heaving tight breaths, 
she focused on the grass under her feet, on her chapped, tingling fingers, 
until her mind slowed enough for her to think. Who would take all the 
trouble to bring seven dwarves from different places back to their old 
home? Who would kill them in cold blood and organize their bodies so 
precisely? Agatha shook her head, thinking of that horrible scream for help. 
Who could be so grotesque . . . so Evil— 

Agatha’s heart stopped. 

That scream. 

High-pitched. Female. 

It hadnt been a dwarf s. 

Slowly Agatha lifted her eyes to Snow White’s cottage, like a moth 
finding a flame. 

Neither her prince nor her teacher noticed her move from the hedges, 
nor the door creaking in the wind, as they went on from dwarf to dwarf, 
listening to each small heart. 

By the time Tedros heard the silence of the last, Agatha was already 
inside. 


The Worst Evers Ever 


The first thing Agatha noticed about Snow White’s house is that it smelled 
like Sophie. Standing in the shadowed doorway, she closed her eyes and 
inhaled the scent . . . lavender cotton candy . . . vanilla-coated fog . . . 

The pink front door shivered and groaned behind her. She’d left it open 
and she could hear Tedros and Uma in the garden, debating what to do with 
the bodies. She didn’t know why she hadn’t made Tedros check the house 
with her; perhaps after their argument in the Woods, she wanted to do 
something without him ... or perhaps she wanted to test if he’d even notice 
her gone... . or perhaps she’d spent so much of the journey acting touchy 
and weak that she wanted to make up for it... . Whatever the reason, here 
she was, all alone, looking for whoever made that scream. 





Agatha opened her eyes. On a breath, she forged deeper into the house. 

The living room had a snuggly feel to it, with a sooty fireplace facing 
big-armed calico chairs, a fluffy red-brown rug made out of hawk feathers, 
a shelf of gemstones, seashells, and animal eggs beneath a shut, slatted 
window, and a steep, stumpy wooden staircase in the back corner, 
barricaded with red velvet rope. Agatha peered at a brass plaque on the 
wall: 








ile living in the cottage, Snow White decorated it herself 
using knickknacks the dwarves collected on their travels. Here the 
cottage den is preserved precisely as she left it when she moved to 
Foxwood Castle to marry her prince. The only addition to the room is 
a hand-sewn chair made of lambskin and cat hair—a wedding gift 
from the wicked queen, who snuck into the banquet disguised as an 
old peddler. But the sight of Snow White with her prince, fair as ever, 
made the queen scream with rage, giving her away. As punishment, 
Snow White ordered her to dance before the guests in red-hot shoes 
until she fell down dead. The queen’s gift is kept at Cottage White as 
a permanent reminder that Good always triumphs over Evil. 


Cottage White Museum is sponsored by the Everwood Society for 
Cultural Preservation. No babies, animals, or giants allowed inside. 





Behind the den, the kitchen was roped off, just like the staircase, but 
Agatha peeked in to see a dusty, deserted nook, no footprints on the floor or 
signs of life, except for a few flies milling around a leaky faucet. 

“Agatha?” Tedros called outside. “Where are you?” 

Agatha sighed, stomach relaxing. The scream must have been one of the 
dwarves’ after all. She shuddered at such a morbid thought and hustled 
towards the front door, determined to get to League Headquarters. Whoever 
this League was, her mother had trusted them to help her. “You must save 
Sophie as Stefan saved you, ” Callis’ voice echoed— 

Agatha stopped cold in the foyer. 

A creak echoed somewhere upstairs . . . 

Then it went quiet. 

Slowly she raised her eyes to the ceiling. 

She knew a sensible princess would have called her prince, but instead, 
she was moving into the den again, slipping off her clumps one by one 
before she left them on the lambskin chair. She felt her bare toes rake 
through the feathers of the rug, her eyes pinned on the ceiling until she 
squeezed under the rope at the rear of the room. She slid up the stairs on her 
hands and knees like a cat, taking time between steps, so the cricks and 
cracks of the stairs were camouflaged by the swinging squeaks of the front 
door. 

At the top of the stairs was a narrow hallway with two rooms. Agatha 
rose up carefully and peeked into the first. Seven small beds lay in a 
cramped row, as if in an orphanage hall, each neatly made with different 
colored sheets, matching the tunics of the seven dead bodies outside. 

Agatha felt a rush of sadness. Death had been rare to her before last 
night and now it followed her like a shroud. What was it like to be alive one 
moment—like her mother, like the Crypt Keeper, like these seven helpers of 
Good—and then be gone the next? What happens to all your thoughts, your 
fears, your dreams? What happens to all the love you’ve yet to give? Her 
body quivered, as if she’d gone too deep, and she was suddenly aware of 
the stillness around her. Why am I still here? she berated herself, turning 


around. Tedros would be worried sick by now. Quickly she stepped out of 
the dwarves’ quarters and leaned over to check the next room — 

Agatha grabbed the wall in shock. 

In a frost-white bedroom, a frail female’s body lay facedown on the 
wood floor, her head hidden under the canopied bed. A crystal crown 
gleamed on its side nearby, as if it’d tumbled off her when she fell. But the 
dead woman wasn’t what made Agatha gape in horror. 

An old crone in black was kneeling next to the body. She had red eyes 
and a pig nose, a patchwork of stitches, and brown, shriveled flesh flaking 
off her, just like Red Riding Hood’s wolf and Jack’s giant in the Woods. In 
her clawlike hand, she clutched a musty storybook, pulled open to its last 
page: a painting of a prince kissing Snow White back to life, while seven 
dwarves smiled on blissfully, a dead witch on the ground behind them. 

A dead witch that looked just like the old crone holding the storybook. 

“That was the old,” the witch purred, leering at the book’s last page... 

Before Agatha’s eyes, the painting magically redrew, until the old witch 
now crouched over Snow White’s dead body instead, the dwarves behind 
her all slain. 

“And this is the new,” the witch grinned. 

Agatha’s focus swung back to the corpse half-hidden under the bed ... 
to the royal crown askew . . . and a deep dread snaked up her spine, 
remembering something Jack’s giant had said on Necro Ridge... 

“Should be out fixin’ our stories like the others.” 

“He’ll give us a turn at our stories soon enough,” Red Riding Hood’s 
wolf had answered. 

The witch snapped the storybook shut with a triumphant cackle, jolting 
Agatha out of her thoughts. She glanced up to see the hag rearing to her 
feet, her back angled to the door— 

“Agatha!” Tedros” voice yelled outside. 

The witch dropped the book to the floor. Before Agatha could move, 
she spun and met her eyes with a lethal stare. 

Agatha shrank into the hall’s corner, flattening against the wall. 

The witch drew a thin, jewel-handled dagger from her cloak, caked with 
dried blood. 

Agatha whirled towards the staircase. Too far to run. She spun back to 
see the witch prowl towards her, trapping her in the corner. Agatha’s finger 


glowed gold with terror, the witch ten feet away, but she couldn’t remember 
a single spell from class. Agatha opened her mouth to scream for her prince. 
The witch was too fast. She hurled the knife for Agatha’s throat like a bullet 

With a cry, Agatha shot a ray of gold light from her finger and the knife 
turned into a peach-petaled daisy, floating to the floor. 

Gulping breaths, Agatha stared at the flower, thankful Sophie had used 
the hex against her first year. It was the only spell she’d never forget. 

“Agatha!” Tedros shouted again. 

Agatha looked up urgently, but it was too late. The witch slammed her 
against the wall, appallingly powerful, reeking of decay, and held her up by 
the throat with her liver-spotted hand. Breath choked, Agatha glimpsed the 
charred scars across the witch’s ankles and legs. “Ordered to dance .. . 
until she fell dead... ,” Agatha remembered, struggling to stay conscious 
as the witch squeezed her neck harder. She and Sophie once danced in red- 
hot shoes too . . . a first-year punishment from Yuba... Or was it second 
year? ... Agatha could feel her mind fading, the witch’s thumb crushing 
her windpipe. She tried to think of Sophie’s face as they danced . . . her 
helpless face, those suffering eyes .. . Darkness strangled her, pulling her 
under. No... please... not yet... Sophie—I'll save—you— 

A bolt of will flashed through her and she sank her teeth into the witch’s 
bony arm and bit as hard as she could. The old crone shrieked and let go. 
Agatha doubled over, gagging and wheezing, the witch still gaping at her, 
as if biting wasn’t part of a Good girl’s playbook, as if this greasy-haired, 
bug-eyed punk might be one of Evil’s after all— 

Agatha kneed her in the gut and dove for the stairs, about to reach the 
first step, only to feel the witch’s boot crush the back of her leg. Agatha 
buckled to the floor, slamming her nose into the wood. She felt the hot 
blood seeping out of it and staunched it with her hand as she twirled around 
to defend against the witch— 

But the hallway was empty, the witch gone. 

Agatha hobbled to the edge of the stairs. The den was as quiet as when 
she came in, the slatted window over the bookshelf wide open and blowing 
in the breeze. 

Tedros burst through the front door, his face cherry red. “Agatha, where 
are—”’ He saw her on the staircase and flushed two shades redder. “DO 


YOU WANT ME TO HAVE A HEART ATTACK! PM SCREAMING 
LIKE A FOOL, NOT KNOWING IF YOU’RE ALIVE OR DEAD, AND 
HERE YOU ARE PLAYING HIDE-AND-SEEK LIKE A CHILD ON A 
PLAYGROUND, LOOKING A HOLY BLOODY MESS AND—’” 

Tedros’ face changed. 

“Agatha,” he whispered, looking very scared. “Why are you bleeding?” 

Agatha shook her head, tears welling, hyperventilating too fast to talk— 

A cry came from outside. 

Agatha and Tedros went rigid with twin gasps. “Uma.’ 

Instantly, the prince dashed out the door, Agatha racing behind him— 

Princess Uma sat against a tree, near the dwarves’ corpses, her eyes 
spooked wide and legs out straight like a porcelain doll’s. 

Tedros skidded to his knees in front of her, jostling her by the shoulders. 
Uma didn’t move. “What’s wrong with her!” he cried. 

Agatha landed next to him and touched Uma’s face. Her fingers made a 
hollow sound on her teacher’s ashen skin. “Petrification,” she said, 
remembering the curse once used against the teachers. 

“What's the counterspell?” her prince pushed. 

Agatha paled. “Only the one who casts the spell can reverse it.” She 
looked at Tedros. “That witch . . . that witch did it—” 

“What witch?” Tedros pressed, but Agatha was frantically scouring the 
deserted glen . . . She slumped. They’d never find that old hag. Princess 
Uma was as good as dead. 

Not her too. Not our only hope. Agatha tuned out a bird’s loud chirps 
and sank her face in her hands. How do we get to Sophie now? 

“Agatha...” 

“Not now,” she whispered, head throbbing with fear, grief, and strident 
birdcalls. 

“Agatha, look .. .” 

Agatha spun. “I said not no—” 

She frowned. 

The dove from the well was in the prince”s lap tweeting angrily at both 
of them. 

“What's 1t saying?” Tedros asked her. 

“How should I know?” 

“You're the one who took Animal Communication!” 
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“And burned down the school in the process—” 

Agatha stopped because the dove was drawing in the dirt with its wing. 
“Why is he drawing an elephant?” 

The dove let out a torrent of chirps, furiously modifying his picture. 

“It's a weasel,” Tedros guessed. “Look at the ears.” 

“No, it’s a moose—” 

“Or a raccoon.” 

The dove was apoplectic now, slashing more lines. 

“Oh. A rabbit,” said Agatha. 

“Definitely a rabbit,” Tedros agreed. 

He looked at Agatha. ““Why’s he drawing a rabbit?” 

The dove rolled his eyes and stabbed his wing ahead. 

Tedros and Agatha turned and saw a fat, balding white rabbit glaring at 
them from behind a tree, wearing a dirty blue waistcoat with a silver swan 
crest over the heart, a hideous white cravat, and crooked spectacles low on 
his nose. The rabbit yanked a pocketwatch out of his coat, pointed crabbily 
at it, and scampered down a dirt path out of the glen. 

“Um. I think he wants us to follow him,” said Agatha. 

“Well, what are we waiting for?” said Tedros, slinging Uma over his 
shoulder and lumbering ahead. “Stay any longer and we might end up as 
dead as those dwarves.” 

“But shouldn’t we know where he’s taking us?” Agatha called out. “We 
can’t just follow a strange animal in a scarf—” 

“Sooner we follow him, sooner we find someone who knows how to 
unpetrify a teacher,” her prince called back. 

They followed the rabbit through inky trees as blackness swept over the 
Woods like a plague, the sun offering no resistance against the night. Soon 
they could barely see at all, and if it wasn’t for the rabbit’s corpulent pace, 
they’d have lost him in the dark. Ominous howls and low screams crackled 
ahead of them and Agatha tried to ignore the skitters and slithers in the 
underbrush lining the path. Yellow and red eyes peeped overhead like 
malevolent stars, warning her that danger was coming and coming fast. /f 
only we knew where League Headquarters was, Agatha thought miserably. 
Her mother had sacrificed her life to make sure they reached the League... 
and I didnt bother to ask Uma where it was? Why didnt I have a backup 
plan in case something happened? Why cant I think straight? Now instead 


of finding the one place where they’d be safe tonight, they were on some 
wild-goose chase, carrying a petrified teacher and chasing a time-obsessed 
bunny to who knows where. With Tedros lagging under Uma’s weight, 
Agatha kept pace with the rabbit for more than an hour, silently punishing 
herself for their predicament, until she finally glimpsed a wisp of white 
smoke emanating through pine trees ahead. 

Drawing closer, Agatha began to smell a faint tinge of sandalwood 
mixed with a familiar scent she couldn’t quite place, and as they moved into 
a tiny clearing, she saw that the smoke plumes were coming from a hole in 
the dirt, half-covered with dead fern fronds. The rabbit kicked the ferns 
aside and disappeared down the burrow, before peeking his face through the 
gap impatiently. 

Agatha paused, reluctant to follow a stranger into a hole— 

Tedros barreled right by her. “Nothin’ to lose,” he mumbled. 

Before Agatha could argue, her prince lowered Uma into the hole and 
slid in behind her. Irritated, Agatha lowered herself down after him, landing 
awkwardly in darkness before Tedros caught her into his chest, soaking her 
with sweat. He smells good, Agatha noticed, inhaling his minty fresh scent. 
How could a boy possibly smell like spring fields after everything they’d 
just been through? She suddenly thought of Sophie, who’d smelled of 
honeycream even after traipsing up Graves Hill in the worst heat. Maybe 
that’s why Tedros missed Sophie, Agatha thought bitterly . . . they could lie 
around all day sniffing each other, flawless gold-haired idols, while here she 
was, a “holy bloody mess,” reeking of stress, dirt, and undead witch— 

“Anyone here?” Tedros called. 

Agatha snapped to attention, embarrassed by her thoughts. It was pitch- 
black in the hole, the rabbit nowhere to be seen. 

“Hello?” Tedros echoed. 

Nothing answered him. 

The prince held out his hand and felt a wall of solid earth in front of 
him. “Why do we always end up in dirt?” 

Agatha’s stomach rumbled. “Maybe the dove was telling us to eat the 
rabbit instead of follow him.” 

“Or maybe the rabbit was telling us to leave Uma here, while we go 
look for League Headquarters.” 


“You want us to dump a petrified teacher in a hole and leave?” said 
Agatha, flabbergasted. 

“Tt’s not like she’s going anywhere.” 

“Suppose you’ll dump me in a hole the moment I’m inconvenient too,” 
Agatha murmured, strangely confessional in the dark. 

“Huh?” 

“Then you can go get your sweet-smelling, beautiful, vibrant Sophie all 
alone,” Agatha vented, unable to stop herself. 

“You didn’t happen to eat any strange mushrooms on the way, did you?” 

“Go ahead, laugh. You can name your children Blond and Blonder.” 

“Never pegged you as a jealous type,” Tedros marveled. 

“Jealous? Why? Because you almost kissed her as a boy and a girl? 
Because you can make her feel loved in a way that I can’t? Me? Jealous?” 
Agatha ranted, thoroughly ashamed of herself now. 

“Isn’t Sophie supposed to be the crazy one?” 

“Bet you wouldn’t leave her in a dark pit—” 

“And we thought Tweedledee and Tweedledum were hopeless,” said a 
hoary voice. 

Agatha and Tedros choked, recognizing it at once, and twirled to see a 
torch spark to flame in the grip of a white-bearded gnome wearing a belted 
green coat with a silver swan over the heart and a pointy orange hat. A 
gnome Agatha thought had been killed in a fire, but now here he was, alive 
in a secret den. She burst into a smile, glowing with relief— 

Yuba didn’t smile back. “First you lose a teacher because you fail to 
protect each other in the face of mortal danger. Then you fight so often and 
loudly that you’ve alerted the entire Woods as to your whereabouts. Now 
you’re so busy insulting each other that you forget to use a simple glow 
spell to illuminate your surroundings in the time that a Cave Troll could 
have bashed both your heads to smithereens. If it wasn’t for a rabbit 
rescuing you from yourselves, you two nincompoops would be dead before 
dawn,” he lashed, fingers twitching on his white staff as if he wanted to beat 
them with it. “A Bad Group is one thing. But you two Evers might just be 
the Worst Evers . . . Ever.” 

Agatha and Tedros looked down, humiliated. 

Yuba sighed. “Lucky for you, the League needs you as much as you 
need it.” 


Torches roared to flame, lighting up a squad of strangers behind him in 
a giant cave headquarters the sıze of a small house. 

“Presenting the honorable League of Thirteen, legendary legion of 
Good and Enlightenment,” Yuba proclaimed with an imperious smile, 
clearly expecting the Evers to look impressed, awed, or at least grateful for 
the glorious platoon that they had come all this way to see. 

Agatha and Tedros blanched in horror instead. 

Because the League of Thirteen that was their only hope to save Sophie, 
the League of Thirteen that was their only hope to stay alive... . were all 
very, very old. 


ses Es 
The Missing Thirteenth 


“Y ou’ve got to be kidding,” Tedros cracked, as he and Agatha goggled at 
the saggy, ancient crew. 

Agatha counted four men and four women—a geriatric gang of liver 
spots, turkey necks, hairy ears, foggy eyes, yellowed teeth, beady grins, 
bony limbs, and heads of sparse, colorless, or poorly dyed hair. Two of the 
elght were in rickety wheelchairs, three had walking canes, two were 
hunched and bandy-legged, and one was a morbidly obese woman in a 
muumuu, slathering on makeup at a mirror. 

All of them had silver swan crests over their hearts, like Uma, Yuba, 
and the White Rabbit, badges of membership to a League her mother had 
trusted with her daughter’s life. 





She sent us here for a reason, thought Agatha desperately. Would they 
rip off masks, revealing invincible warriors? Would they magically turn 
young like the School Master? Agatha held her breath, waiting and praying 
for something to happen... 

The League blinked back, like fish in an aquarium, waiting for 
something to happen too. 

“Told ya they wouldn’t recognize us,” grumped the fat woman at the 
mirror. 

“Recognize you?” In the reflection, Agatha glimpsed the woman’s pink, 
hoggish pallor, squinty green eyes, wide jowls, hideously rouged cheeks, 
and nest of flat curls that she’d tried to dye brown and had turned blue 
instead. She looked like a doll salvaged from the bottom of a swimming 
pool. “I’m quite sure I’ve never seen you—or any of you—in my life,” 
Agatha said, scanning the group. She turned to Tedros, hoping he’d seen 
something in them she hadn’t, but her prince was red as a fire ant, about to 
explode. 

“This 1s who’s supposed to get us to Sophie?” he barked, blue eyes 
raking the puke-colored carpet, flower-patterned sofas, moth-eaten curtains, 
and thirteen hard, thin mattresses split into two rows. “A retirement home 
for the about-to-be dead?” 

Yuba yanked him to the corner. “How dare you speak that way to the 
League!” he hissed, peeking to make sure the others couldn’t hear. “You 


know the lengths I’ve gone to find them? To bring them here? And here you 
act as if they have to introduce themselves to you like common folk—you, 
a boy who has no accomplishments to his name—” 

“Tell that to a king in a few weeks!” Tedros bellowed. 

“You arrogant prat! The way you’ve bungled things, you won’t make it 
a few days, let alone to a coronation!” Yuba shot back. 

“First thing Pll do is outlaw old gnomes!” 

“Listen, my mother knew the League would help us,” Agatha broke in, 
giving Tedros a “calm-down” look. “That’s why she wrote them. So clearly 
we’re missing something—” 

“Yeah, like people who aren’t a thousand years old!” Tedros lashed, 
earning another miffed look from his princess. “What,” he said, turning his 
fury on her. “We barely escape our own execution, then we learn our best 
friend loves an Evil sorcerer, then we travel night and day, surviving 
zombies and witches and graves, all to find a League your mother promised 
would get us to Sophie and this is it? Bollocks. Let’s go. Better chance of 
breaking into the school ourselves—” 

“She was my mother, Tedros,” Agatha said. “And I trust her more than 
anyone in this world to know what’s best for us. Even you.” 

Tedros fell quiet. 

Agatha glanced back and saw the old, swan-crested strangers 
completely ignoring them now, knitting, reading, napping, card playing, and 
pulling out false teeth to eat their gruel. Her faith in her mother suddenly 
wavered. 

“Listen to me, both of you,” said Yuba. “When our thirteenth member 
returns, your questions will be answered. Until then, you both need some 
strong turnip tea and a bowl of oat porridge. Having survived in the Woods 
these last few months after 115 years of sanctuary at school, I know 
firsthand how intense your journey must have been—” 

“Thirteenth member?” Agatha skimmed the room. “I only count eight.” 
Then she noticed the White Rabbit in the corner, slicing a carrot into fifths 
on a plate, the silver swan over his heart glimmering in torchlight. “Um, 
nine.” 

“Ten, actually,” said Tedros, and Agatha followed his eyes to the silver 
swan on Yuba’s green coat. 


“A founding member of the League,” the gnome puffed proudly. “And 
Uma makes eleven, of course, and—” Yuba flushed. “Uma! Goodness me!” 
He whirled to the Princess petrified in the corner. “Leaving her there like a 
house cat! Tink! Tink, where are you!” 

Something snored loudly behind Agatha and she turned to see a pear- 
shaped fairy the size of a fist bolt awake and fall off a dirty ottoman. The 
fairy craned up groggily, with poufy gray hair, a green dress eight sizes too 
small, ragged gold wings, and garish red lipstick. Eyes darting right and left 
as if she knew she was supposed to be awake but had no idea why, she 
spotted Uma frozen in the corner and yelped, flapping and sputtering 
towards her like a dying bee. Then she slipped her hand into her dress, 
snatched a handful of what looked like moldy soot, and dumped it 
goonishly over Uma’s head. 

Nothing happened. 

“Dad took me to Ali Baba’s harem for my birthday once. This is so 
much more embarrassing,” Tedros mumbled, stomping towards the entrance 
hole to leave— 

Uma coughed behind him. Tedros swiveled to see the princess levitating 
three feet off the ground, her skin filling out from pasty white to its usual 
rich olive color. Uma stretched her smooth, lithe arms into the air with a 
yawn, smiled at the fairy glassily . . . and collapsed to the ground, asleep 
once more. 

“Here you were worried about your fairy dust being too old, Tink,” 
Yuba chuckled, patting the fairy’s head. 

The fairy still looked gloomy and spurted squeaky gibberish. 

“Don’t be ridiculous, Tink. You can’t expect to have the same stamina 
as when you were sixteen. Besides, we didn’t need Uma to fly from here to 
Shazabah; we just needed your dust to unpetrify her. A few sound hours of 
sleep and she’ll be good as new. Now where were we,” the gnome mulled, 
turning back to the Evers. “Oh yes, rabbit makes nine, Uma makes ten, I 
make eleven, and Tinkerbell makes twelve, so that just leaves—” 

“Tinkerbell?” Agatha blurted. 

“The real Tinkerbell?” asked Tedros, staring at the fairy’s mottled face, 
potbelly, and ash-colored hair. “But she’s so...so...” 

Agatha gave him a lethal look, but it was 100 lie Tinkerbell burst into 
sobs and hid under an ottoman. 


“He didn’t mean it, Tink,” Yuba huffed and smacked Tedros in the 
backside with his staff. 

“I don’t understand,” Agatha said, bewildered. “What is Tinkerbell 
doing here?” 

“Really found yourselves some smarties, didn’t you, Yuba,” said a bald, 
skinny man in a green vest with elfish ears and delicate features, knitting a 
lime-green sock. “Still can’t see who we are.” 

“Maybe we need to count your rings like a tree,” Tedros muttered, 
rubbing his behind. 

“Go ahead, make all the old jokes you want, pretty boy,” the bald man 
fired. “As if you won’t get to our age yourself someday.” 

“Well, it seems our two amateurs need introductions after all,” Yuba 
scolded, giving Tedros and Agatha furious scowls before shoving them into 
two of the rocking chairs. He turned back to his League. “Who wants to go 
first?” 

“Don’t see why we should introduce ourselves,” the sock-knitting man 
crabbed. “Don’t see why we should let these two stay here at all.” 

Yuba exhaled impatiently. “Because these two Evers are our only hope 
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“What's the point? You heard the boy. We’re on death’s door anyway,” 
the bald man pouted. 

“Oh come now,” Yuba said, softening. “What’d you say when I came to 
fetch you from Neverland? Holed up in your tree house all alone, refusing 
to join the League, even when I told you your life was in terrible danger. 
But then I told you about these two young Evers and you lit up like a little 
boy. Told me you’d do anything to be around young people again . . . that 
they were the only ones who ever truly understood you, Peter...” 

Peter looked up at Yuba, blue eyes glistening. Then he looked back 
down. “Tink made me come,” he muttered. The fairy squealed in protest 
and pelted him with a lump of gruel. 

Agatha and Tedros gawped at each other. Peter? Peter Pan? 

“T’m with Peter,” boomed the huge, blue-haired woman, spinning from 
the mirror. “Not even out of school, these little brats. Should be lickin’ our 
feet and beggin’ for autographs! Instead they somehow get their own fairy 
tale—students! a fairy tale!—and now that tale’s got its panties in a knot, 


wakin’ our old villains from the dead and draggin’ us straight out of our 
Ever Afters—” 

“Ever Afters! Ha!” chimed a gangly, high-voiced man in suspenders and 
beige breeches, with big, twinkly eyes, a long nose, and a full head of white 
hair. Tiny round scars marked all the joints of his long, tanned limbs, as if 
he’d once been screwed together. “First of all, Peter can barely leave his 
house he’s so depressed at growing up. Second, I’d never have wished to be 
a real boy if the Blue Fairy told me real boys end up with arthritis and bad 
eyes and permanent constipation. And third, Ella told me herself she 
preferred sweeping cinders to being a queen.” 

“When did I ever say that?” the fat woman squawked. 

“Last night,” the long-nosed man replied, looking surprised by her 
question. “You drank a barrel of wine and told me you miss cleaning for 
your stepsisters, because at least you felt useful and stayed fit and now 
you’re old and bored and big as a house—” 

“WHO ASKED YOU?” thundered the woman. “YOU SPENT HALF 
YOUR LIFE AS A PUPPET” 

“First they get mad at me for lying. Now they get mad at me for telling 
the truth,” moped the long-nosed man, curling into a sofa. 

Agatha’s and Tedros’ eyes bulged even wider. “Pinocchio?” said 
Tedros. 

“Cinderella?” said Agatha. 

“Don’t give me that face,” Cinderella sneered back at her. “For bein’ 
Camelot’s supposed future queen, you ain’t much to look at yourself.” Her 
hawkish green eyes shot down to Agatha’s clumps. “Bet no one wants to 
see those feet in glass slippers.” 

“Hey now! She’s my princess!” Tedros jumped in. 

“I don’t blame you, handsome,” Cinderella smirked, voice smooth as an 
eel. “Your daddy didn’t have good taste in girls either.” 

Tedros looked like he’d been kicked in the pants. 

Yuba sighed. “Professor Dovey had just as much faith in Agatha as she 
did in you, Ella. So I suggest you treat our guests with respect—” 

“We have the respect when these two studenten fix the mess!” croaked a 
wild-haired, hunchbacked man in a wheelchair with owlish gray eyes and a 
harsh foreign accent. “Think they’re special because Storian writes their 
story? Well, at least our stories have end, yes? But these two change ending 


again and again— ‘Are we heppy yet?’ ‘Are we heppy yet?’ Bah. Fools! Now 
see! School Master young, Evil redoing stories, and dead witch hunting me 
I have to kill all over again—” 

“I killed her, Hansel and I am not killing smelly witch again,” said a 
wild-haired woman in a wheelchair next to him with the same accent, her 
big gray eyes flaying Agatha and Tedros. “Your story bringing villains out 
of graves, your responsibility put them back.” She smiled phonily. “And 
I’m Gretel, since the bossy little gnome said we must introduce ourselves.” 

“Which leaves me and Briar Rose (or Sleeping Beauty for the 
uneducated Reader), who were planning our fairy-tale wedding until you 
came along,” said a freckle-faced man with salt-and-pepper hair, wearing a 
brown tunic and white lederhosen. He was holding hands with an elegant, 
white-haired woman in a revealing puce gown. “Now we’re hiding from my 
man-eating giant and Rose’s curse-obsessed fai í 

“When Jack and I should be picking out a cake,” Briar Rose glared. 

“That makes seven of us who think these young twerps should sleep in 
the Woods,” trumped Cinderella. 

Tink squeaked. 

“Eight,” said Cinderella. 

Tedros and Agatha gawked at the gang of famous old fairy-tale heroes 
who just voted them out of their cave. 





“It’s why I tried to avoid you meeting Evers on the trails . . .” Uma 
yawned in the corner. “Everyone blames you for messing up the Woods.” 
She fell back asleep. 


“Well, I don’t know about the rest of you, but I think they’re adorable,” 
chirped a short, big-bottomed old woman with a dyed brown bob and a red- 
hooded cape. “Isn’t that what being old is for? Mentoring younger folk to 
get through their stories?” 

“Oh go back to granny’s, you blithering ass,” growled Cinderella. 

Red Riding Hood shut up. 

“You all act as if we don’t need our young guests,” Yuba’s voice slashed 
through the cave. 

Everyone twirled to see the old gnome standing in front of the moth- 
holed curtain hanging across the cave wall, the White Rabbit standing at his 
side like a magician’s assistant. “Let me remind you that one week ago, the 
School Master placed his ring on his queen’s finger, earning her vow of true 


love. That same night, the villains rose from their graves on Necro Ridge 
and the Crypt Keeper was killed.” 

On Yuba’s cue, the rabbit drew the curtain back, revealing dozens of 
storybooks spread open to their last pages, tacked to the wall with 
sharpened sticks. 

“Two days later, Rapunzel and her prince were kidnapped by Mother 
Gothel and hurled from her tower to their deaths,” the gnome declared, 
illuminating one of the storybooks with his staff and its gruesome new 
ending to Rapunzel’s story. “Then yesterday Tom Thumb was eaten alive by 
a giant, while Rumpelstiltskin killed the miller’s daughter who’d once 
guessed his name,” Yuba went on, lighting up two more storybooks with 
revised endings. “And today, Snow White and her seven dwarves have been 
murdered at Cottage White, where they once lived happily.” He snapped his 
staff like a whip, lighting up a last storybook with a loud crack. “All of 
these victims refused to leave their homes and join our League in hiding, as 
did many others who may soon suffer the same fate.” 

A tense silence filled the cave as Agatha took in the painting of a dead 
maiden and her seven dwarves—the same scene the witch had presided 
over as it transformed. Agatha rubbed unconsciously at the deep bruises on 
her forearm and wrist. 

“S-S-Snow is dead?” Pinocchio whispered. 

“Pretty, sweet Snow?” echoed Peter Pan. 

(“Wasn’t that pretty,” Cinderella mumbled.) 

The League members all gazed at Snow White’s terrible new ending, 
their eyes wet and scared, as if her death suddenly made the others real. 

“I saw who killed her.” 

Agatha’s voice came out before she even knew it. 

The whole League slowly looked up at her. 

Agatha slid her focus to the floor, palms clammy as she relived the 
scene in the glen. “It was the wicked queen in an old woman’s disguise, her 
ankles and legs burnt up, just like the fairy tale said. Her skin was peeling 
off like a corpse and she smelled like decaying flesh. And her eyes . . . they 
were bloodshot and dead, like there was no soul inside of her.” Agatha 
shook her head, trying to understand. “She could have killed me or Uma or 
Tedros, but she didn’t. As if she’d already done what she came to do.” She 
looked up at the League. “The wolf and Jack’s giant talked about it on 


Necro Ridge too . . . getting a turn at changing their stories . . . we didn’t 
know what they meant—” 

“Wolf on Necro Ridge?” Red Riding Hood cut in. “My wolf?” 

“And my giant?” echoed Jack, clutching Briar Rose. 

“They’re all out there, then,” Agatha said anxiously. “Dead villains. 
Waiting for their turn to rewrite their fairy tales. That’s what’s happening, 
isn’t it?” 

“Doesn’t make a shred of sense,” said Tedros, turning to Yuba. “Why 
would the School Master’s army waste time rewriting a bunch of old 
stories? Why kill old heroes who aren’t a threat to anyone? Why not attack 
the Ever kingdoms instead?” 

Even Yuba was tight-lipped, fingers fidgeting on his staff, as if he’d 
pondered the question and had no answer. 

The old heroes blinked at the gnome, fear filling their faces. 

“We are heroes, yes?” Hansel challenged. “We must fight back!” 

“Against two hundred dead witches, monsters, and who-knows-what 
running around the Woods? Don’t be an imbecile,” Gretel snapped. “Why 
do you think we’re here in stinky cave hiding?” 

“Can't hide for long. They’! find us all eventually, no matter how often 
we move Headquarters,” soured Cinderella. “School Master’s got love on 
his side now. He’s invincible. What do we got except age spots and cricked 
necks?” 

“Ella’s right,” Jack sighed. “As long as the School Master’s got a queen 
who loves him, all of us are gonna end up dead as Snow.” 

“Then what do we do?” mewled Red Riding Hood. 

“The only thing we can do,” said Yuba, eyes shifting to Agatha and 
Tedros. “Convince his queen to destroy that love.” 

The League went quiet. 

“The crackpot plan again,” Cinderella murmured. 

“You really think you can do it? You really think you can make your 
friend destroy the School Master’s ring?” Peter Pan asked, peering at the 
two young Evers. 

“Why would she give up true love for you?” Pinocchio prodded. 

Agatha felt emotion rising into her throat. “I wish there was a way to 
explain me and Sophie. We’re different—very different—and still the same. 
Sure, we fought and pushed each other’s buttons and we’re terrible at 


listening to each other, but we shared the same heart. Saw life through each 
other’s eyes. I never thought I could live without her.” She paused, tangled 
in memories. “Somehow things changed. Maybe that’s growing up, I don’t 
know. Every time we tried to hold on to each other, we hurt each other 
instead. It was both our faults, but mine most of all. I stopped telling her the 
truth. I stopped trusting the one person who taught me how to trust in the 
first place. I thought I’d lost her forever, that ıt was too late to ever make 
things the way they were before . . . but deep down I still feel like there’s a 
way. There has to be a way.” Agatha managed a sad smile. “Because if 
anyone can make Sophie see what love really is . . . it’s her best friend, isn’t 
it?” 

The League’s old faces melted to childlike stares, as if finally seeing the 
young girl with hope instead of disdain. 

Tedros stepped next his princess, chest proud. “Exactly. Leave Sophie to 
me.” 

Agatha’s smile vanished. 

The League looked between them, thoroughly confused who Sophie’s 
best friend was. 

“All that matters now is that we get to Sophie—” Tedros started. 

“Right,” Agatha interjected. “And we know she’s somewhere in the 
School for Good and Evi—” 

“Which means getting in and finding her without being caught,” Tedros 
spoke over her. 

“Wait, wait, wait,” Gretel shot back. “School Master is young and 
strong, School Master has both castles, School Master has army of dead... 
and you think you can get into his school?” 

Agatha frowned. “Um, that’s the whole reason we came to you, 
obviously. Because we need your help breaking into—” 

“Help? Your mother’s message said ‘hide you,’” Hansel jeered from his 
wheelchair. “Does it look like we can help?” 

“We can barely can get to the toilet these days, let alone lead a raid on a 
castle,” cracked Cinderella, expelling a loud fart. 

The League members burst into laughter. Even the White Rabbit. 

“Some sneak attack! With my joints, they’ll hear us five miles away!” 
Pinocchio quipped. 

“Don’t worry, P! We can beat them with our canes!” said Peter. 





“Or my basket of goodies! Hard and crusty by now!” giggled Red 
Riding Hood. 

Gretel shrieked a snort and the others howled so loudly, doubled over 
with tears, that even Uma jolted awake at the noise. 

Agatha glanced at Tedros, who scowled at her venomously for trying to 
make him believe in these useless old fogies. She swiveled back to the 
heroes. “But t-t-that’s why we came all this way! That’s why we trusted in 
you! My mother wrote the League to protect us—my mother told us you’d 
help—” 

“Because your mother knew that the League of Thirteen had a thirteenth 
member,” said a deep voice. 

Agatha and Tedros turned to see a tall shadow standing at the cave 
entrance. 

“She knew these twelve would keep you safe. But help?” the voice said, 
as the shadow slid into the light. “I’m afraid that’s only me.” 

“Ah, just in time... ,” smiled Yuba. 

Agatha stared at a long, gangly nut-brown old man with a thick white 
beard and twisty white moustache. He wore a sweeping violet cape lined 
with fur tippets and stitched with the signs of the zodiac, a droopy, dented 
cone hat patterned with stars, large horn-rimmed spectacles, and a pair of 
plushy violet slippers. 

I’ve seen him before, Agatha thought, too tired to think clearly. /n the 
Woods? No... it was a storybook, wasn’t it? . . . a storybook that Dean 
Sader had taken her whole class inside. This old man was there, inside a 
dusty cave, filled with burbling laboratory vessels and shelves of grubby 
vials and jars .. . arguing with a king about a spell . . . a king that looked a 
lot like... 

Agatha’s heart seized, her eyes shooting open, and she spun to Tedros 
behind her— 

But her prince was already pale as a ghost. 

“Merlin,” he gasped. 

His legs crumpled and he fell all at once like a tree in a forest, his 
princess right there to catch him. 
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Appointment with the Deans 


As midnight came and went, Sophie sat calmly in the School Master’s 
window, her hair wet, her ebony dress bunched at the knees as she pressed 
bare toes against the wall. She looked out at the fluorescent green bay, 
reflecting the shadows of two black castles, both dark and quiet. 

Just this morning, she’d been reeling with doubts: from a school that 
turned Evers into Nevers .. . from Agatha’s voice, impelling her to destroy 
Rafal’s ring . . . from a schedule that called her a teacher of Evil when she 
still didn’t feel Evil at all. 

She turned to the Storian over her storybook, painting a scene of Agatha 
and Tedros following a white rabbit through the Woods. With every minute, 
her friends were getting closer to school, closer to seeing her again, closer 
to convincing her to leave Evil behind forever... 





Sophie smiled, feeling the gold ring lock tight on her finger. 
Or so they think. 
How quickly things changed in a fairy tale. 


Twelve hours earlier, Sophie had been chasing after the School Master, as 
he crossed a green breezeway tunnel into the old Valor tower. 

“Teach Evil? Teach Curses and Death Traps?” Sophie yelped, gripping 
her schedule as she floundered after him in her black nightgown and glass 
heels. “Have you lost your mind!” 

“It was the Dean’s suggestion. Wish I’d come up with it myself, if only 
to prevent her the satisfaction of a good idea,” Rafal groused, ascending the 
staircase carved HENCHMEN. “Now that Pm young, she’s been treating 
me like I’m incapable of running my own school. Even had the gall to tell 
me that my flights over the bay are disruptive since students keep peeking 
out the window during challenges. I am the School Master, thank you. If I 
want to go for a spin, I’m perfectly welcome to—” 

“Rafal.” 

Sophie’s voice was so sharp that he stopped and stared down at her 
through the gap in the black staircase. 

“T wish we had time for adolescent rants, but whoever this Dean is, she 
expects me to be a teacher at this school, when a) all the students are my 
age, b) none of them like me, and c) I don’t know the first thing about 
teaching!” 

“Really?” He resumed his ascent. “I distinctly remember you hosting 
Lunchtime Lectures for the entire school.” 

“Teaching kids how to cure dandruff is different than teaching them 
how to be Evil!” Sophie said, chasing him towards the top floor. “Let me 
get this straight. Agatha and Tedros are coming to kill you and here I am in 
a nightgown, expected to give homework and grade papers—” 

But Rafal was already at the lone black-marble door atop the staircase. 

“Professor Dovey’s office?” Sophie asked, accosting him. “She's who 
wanted me to be a teacher? She's Dean of Evil?” 

But then Sophie saw that the door once inlaid with a glittering green 
beetle was now inlaid with two violet, intertwined snakes. Beneath the 
snakes, letters cut from amethysts spelled out a single word: 


DEANS 


“Deans?” Sophie wrinkled her nose. “There’s more than one? But who 
are— 

The door swung open magically, revealing a thin, tight-jawed woman 
with a long black braid and a sharp-shouldered purple gown, studying a 
scrap of parchment at Professor Dovey’s old desk. 

“Lady Lesso?” Sophie rasped. “But where’s Professor Dovey?” 

Then Sophie saw the second desk near the window, identical to the first, 
which had never been in the office before. No one was sitting at it. 

“Let me guess, Rafal. Took her for a joyride over the bay?” said Lady 
Lesso, not looking up from the parchment. “Supposed to have her here 
twenty minutes ago. Would be nice to prepare our new teacher before she 
assumes my old class, don’t you think? Never mind. T’ll take it from here.” 

Rafal scowled. “I believe I give the orders at this school, Lady Lesso. 
And I believe you forgot a ‘Master,’ along with your respect. Something 
your fellow Dean seems to have in spades.” 

Lady Lesso’s slitted violet eyes slowly raised to the teenage boy in front 
of her, dressed like a dark prince. “Apologies, Master,” she said, her tone 
snide and cold. “Shall I take it from here?” 

Rafal gave her a filthy look and pulled Sophie into his flank. “See you 
at lunch, my love,” he whispered, kissing her tenderly on the cheek. He shot 
Lady Lesso a last glare and slammed the door behind him, rattling the two 
desks. 

“Lady Lesso, how can I teach your old class!” Sophie blurted. “None of 
this makes any sense—” 

“Sit down,” said the Dean, eyeing the gold ring on Sophie’s finger. 

Sophie dropped into the chair facing her. Lady Lesso stared at her 
carefully, framed by the usual plum basket and crystal pumpkin 
paperweights on Professor Dovey’s desk. Why wasn t Lady Lesso sitting at 
her own desk? Sophie thought, glancing at the desk across the room. 

“Our first year, we got off to a rather poor start. But with time, I’ve 
grown fond of you, Sophie.” Lady Lesso leaned back in her chair. “You and 
I share quite a bit in common.” 


“Other than our love of high heels and good bone structure, I have to 
disagree,” Sophie replied. 

“Look closer. Both of us are naturally gifted at Evil, both of us have a 
vanity that is uncharacteristic of Nevers, and both of us make sensational 
witches when provoked,” the Dean explained. “And yet, each of us is afraid 
of being alone. Each of us has tried to hold on to love at some point in our 
lives .. . only to see that same love turn against us one day. You with your 
best friend and me with my own child.” 

“You have a child?” Sophie said, stunned. 

“Nevers have children, just like Evers. But as I’ve said in class, the 
difference is that our families cannot last, for there is no real love at their 
core. Villain families are like dandelions—fleeting and toxic. Try to hold on 
to them and you are battling against the wind.” Lady Lesso fingered a 
pumpkin paperweight. “I should have abandoned my child forever when I 
came to the School for Evil as its Dean fifteen years ago. Just like you 
should have abandoned your friend when she was placed in the School for 
Good. Thankfully both of us learned our lesson before we could make any 
more mistakes.” 

Her clenched jaw eased. “But what’s remarkable is that for all our 
errors, we’re both still alive. And not just alive—we’re finally on the 
winning team! Once upon a time, Evil had majestic victories too: Finola the 
Fairy Eater, Children Noodle Soup, Rabid Bear Rex, and others, long 
forgotten. All anyone remembers now is two hundred years of Good 
victories, over and over, robbing balance from our world, until Evil became 
a death sentence, pitied and maligned, until Good became nothing but Balls, 
kisses, and arrogance. But you’ve changed all that, Sophie. For the first 
time, Evil has love on its side because of how hard you and Rafal have 
fought for each other. Don’t you see? Your fairy tale can reverse the 
slaughter I’ve fought against my whole life. All you have to do is prove you 
love Rafal as much as Agatha loves Tedros . . . that you’ll sacrifice for your 
love as much as Agatha would for her prince...” 

Lady Lesso glowered darkly at her. “Which means you must kill Agatha 
and Tedros when they come for you.” 

“K-k-kill— Me?” Sophie squeaked like a squirrel, bursting into shivers. 
“My b-b-best friends? No, no, no, no, no—I said I'd fight with Rafal—that 
Pd defend him if they came—” 


“Defend? No, no, my dear. Evil attacks and Good defends. And when 
Evil attacks, it kills. I warned you our very first day of class, Sophie. When 
you are Evil, there is no escaping your Nemesis. The moment you began 
having Nemesis dreams of Agatha’s face your first year, your fate as 
enemies was sealed forever . . . much as I tried to believe both of you an 
exception.” 

Sophie was still shaking her head, emitting yips and croaks instead of 
words. 

“Listen to me, Sophie.” Lady Lesso’s tone cut sharper. “I told you the 
story of my child for a reason. As long as Agatha is alive, you will never 
have a happy ending. Either you kill Agatha and her true love... . or they 
will kill yours. Those are the only two ways your fairy tale ends.” 

“I c-c-can’t—I just want to be happy! Why do I have to kill anyone—” 

“Because this is your storybook. You and Agatha’s,” said Lady Lesso. 
“That is why the Storian has yet to close it. It is waiting for you to make 
your choice between who lives at The End: your best friend or your true 
love. Good or Evil.” 

Sophie clutched her ring with shaking fingers. “But what if Agatha 
doesn’t feel like my Nemesis anymore? What if I don’t even feel Evil at 
all!” 

Lady Lesso gripped Sophie’s hand across the desk. “Sophie. You wear 
the ring of Evil’s darkest soul. You brought Evil back from the dead and 
unleashed hell on Good, just so that you can have a boy to love. Can you 
think of anything more Evil?” 

Sophie rankled. “That isn’t fair! I didn’t know any of this would 
happen!” 

“Ask yourself, then. If you could save Good, would you sacrifice Rafal? 
After finally finding someone who loves you for your true self, would you 
choose to be alone? Just so Agatha and Tedros can be happy?” 

Sophie followed her eyes out the window to Rafal soaring over the Blue 
Forest, back to his tower in the sky. Everyone else in the world had 
betrayed her when she needed them most— family, friends, princes. But not 
him. She could still feel herself flyıng in his arms, safe and protected. She 
could still feel his passionate warning, cold at her core .. . “No one will 
ever love you but me”... 

“Could you give him up, Sophie?” Lady Lesso pressed. 


A single, scared tear fell down Sophie’s cheek. “No,” she whispered. 

“Then you aren’t just Evil,” said Lady Lesso, letting go of her. “You are 
its deserved queen.” 

Sophie shook her head. “But you know who I really am! Last year you 
and I fought for Good with Agatha and Professor Dovey. All of us were a 
team!” 

“And you and I have paid our price for that disloyalty. Your price is that 
you must now destroy the friends you should have disowned long ago. And 
my price is... .” Lady Lesso’s lips quivered, her gaze drifting to the empty 
desk across the room. She swallowed subtly and straightened in her chair. 
“Look, I’m here to help you, Sophie. Because like you, I too have a second 
chance to prove my loyalty to Evil. And this time, we can’t fail. Even if our 
leader now has the maturity of a pubescent boy.” She grimaced sourly. 
“Now pay attention to what I’m about to say.” 

Lady Lesso flattened both hands on the desk and crouched forward like 
a panther. “Agatha and Tedros will soon try to break into this school to see 
you. The fate of Good rests on them earning back your loyalty and killing 
Rafal before the sun extinguishes completely. Do not doubt their resolve or 
wiles. They do not care about your happy ending, only theirs. And if they 
take away Rafal, what will you have left?” 

Sophie looked away, an old darkness rearing into her heart. “Just like 
my mother.” 

Lady Lesso arched her brows, intrigued. 

“My mother was the third wheel, watching my father and her best friend 
fall in love,” Sophie said, eyes pinned to the floor. “And my father and 
Honora didn’t care.” 

“Because they knew your mother didn’t have the courage to fight 
them.” 

Sophie nodded. “It’s why she died so young. She couldn’t face the rest 
of her life alone. She just... gave up.” 

“Then it looks like your best friends are betting an old story can be 
made new,” said the Dean. 

Sophie slowly lifted red eyes. 

“Like mother, like daughter,” said Lady Lesso. “Is that what you want?” 

Sophie’s body hardened to steel. 


“My job as Dean is to ensure you do not end up alone, Sophie,” Lady 
Lesso soothed. “My job is to ensure you and Rafal win your Happy Never 
After. But I made you a teacher because I need you to find out how Agatha 
and Tedros plan to break in.” 

Sophie frowned. “How would I know how they plan to—” 

“Because there is a spy working for your friends inside this school,” 
said Lady Lesso harshly. She shoved forward the crumpled scrap she’d 
been studying. “The fairies snatched this from a white mouse near the 
school gates, before it escaped.” 
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“It's a map of your movements,” said the Dean. “Why the notes about 
the fog, I haven't the faintest clue. But someone in this school is telling 
Good how to find you.” 

Sophie looked up, the last of her fear draining away. Good was spying 
on her? That's how desperate they were to destroy her happy ending? 
Suddenly, any remaining desire to see her best friends scorched to wrath. 

“I haven't told Rafal, of course. He’s so drugged up on teenage 
testosterone that he’d exterminate every last student in this school,” griped 
Lady Lesso. “I need you to find out who the spy is, Sophie. A white mouse 
messenger suggests it’s an Ever, but you know Agatha and Tedros” friends 
better than I. As a teacher, you can keep your eye on any suspects and help 
us uncover how exactly your friends plan to invade our castle.” 

Sophie bridled. “But I don’t have the foggiest idea how to teach a 
class!” 

“Pollux has been teaching your class the past few weeks and will stay 
on to help you settle in, especially with double the number of students to 


manage. That said, I’m quite sure they’ll prefer you to that twit even if you 
pick your nose the whole time. Focus on finding the spy, Sophie. We don’t 
have much time. Agatha and her prince will be here in days. And if you 
don’t end your fairy tale now, the sun will soon end it for all of us.” 

Sophie nodded, adrenaline coursing through her... 

Then she saw the empty Dean’s desk in the corner. Guilt dampened the 
storm inside of her. “But surely Professor Dovey knows a way to close our 
storybook without me hurting anyone—” 

“Professor Dovey is no longer a Dean,” Lady Lesso said stiffly. 

“Where is she?” Sophie asked, startled. 

“She and the other Good teachers have been imprisoned in a secure 
location, where they will remain until the School Master deems otherwise.” 

Sophie gawked at her. “But she was your friend! You two always helped 
each other!” 

“Like you once helped Agatha.” Lady Lesso’s purple eyes cast down as 
she caressed the basket of plums. “But a witch can’t be friends with a 
princess no matter how hard she tries, Sophie. Haven’t we learned that 
lesson well enough?” 

Sophie’s mouth dried out, her voice trapped in her throat. “But then... 
then who is the other Dean?” 

The door flung opened behind her and a tall, menacingly handsome boy 
in a sleeveless black leather shirt swaggered through with spiked black hair, 
deathly pale cheeks, and lethal, violet eyes. 

“Morning, Mother. Brought you fresh coffee,’ he said in a deep, 
strapping voice. 

He put a mug of blackish liquid on Lady Lesso’s desk, then leered at 
Sophie. “Well, well, I see you’re getting our new teacher settled in.” He 
leaned against the sunlit window, a coiled black whip gleaming on his belt. 
“Funny, we’ve never quite met have we, Sophie of Woods Beyond? You’ve 
seen me, of course, in your invisible cape and in your elfish boy’s body, 
sneaking through the School for Boys . . . Filip of Mount Honora, was it? 
Threw me against a wall one night to stop me from torturing your precious 
Tedros. Oh yes, now I see Filip in there . . . those same pretty eyes and 
succulent lips. But of course you aren’t Filip anymore, are you? So perhaps 
I should forgive your impertinence . . .” His purple eyes slashed into her. “I 
wouldn’t want to hurt that delicious little face.” The boy licked his lips and 


slid his hands into tight pockets, blue veins flexing through his biceps. 
“Wish I could stay, ladies, but I have to administer punishment to a few 
Everboys in the Doom Room. Caught them writing letters to their parents, 
asking to be rescued. As if anyone could get in or out now that the School 
Master’s returned.” He headed for the doors, then looked at Sophie. “You 
do remember my name, I hope?” 

Sophie cowered into her nightgown, unable to speak. 

“Aric. Best remember it this time, since I am your Dean,” he purred, 
backing through the door. “See you at lunch, impertinent little Sophie. 
Faculty gets its own private spot on the balcony. Now that we’re friends, I 
look forward to getting to know you more... intimately.” 

He winked at her like a devil and then he was gone. 

Sophie slowly turned to Lady Lesso, eyes big as marbles. 

Lady Lesso sniffed the coffee and poured it into the plum basket. The 
plums liquefied with a smoking, poisonous reek. 

“School Master forbade him to kill me but he still tries,” she said 
grimly, pitching the mug out the window. “Yesterday, he put an asp in my 
toilet.” 

“Aric is your . . . your son?” Sophie gasped. “He’s a monster—a 
murderer—he killed Tristan!” 

“Nearly managed to kill me too in the brief chaos after the Trial, before 
the School Master took control,” the Dean said much softer now. “I don’t 
blame him, of course. When I accepted the position of Dean of Evil fifteen 
years ago, it was my duty to sever all attachments—children included. But 
instead, I hid Aric in a cave near school, stealing in to see him at night, year 
after year, pretending like he had a mother who would always love and 
protect him.” Her voice quavered and she fiddled with the plum basket. 
“The School Master found out and sealed me inside the gates. Never even 
had the chance to say goodbye to my son. Aric will never forgive me for it 
. . . leaving him there, six years old in the Woods, all alone. And he 
shouldn’t.” She looked at Sophie. “Like I said, you and I must both pay the 
price of our mistakes—and mine is having my own son vengefully plot my 
death, while he shares my power as Dean.” 

She glanced out the window with a wistful grin. “Suppose it’s just like 
the School Master wants. Mother and son as Deans . . . a former student 


teaching my class . . . a timeless Master and his young queen . . . Old and 
New working together for Evil.” 

Sophie followed her eyes to what used to be the School for Evil across 
the bay, now the crumbling, pockmarked School for Old. There were 
shadowy figures on the roofs now: hulking, misshapen, and clearly not 
human, with bows and arrows slung on their backs, like a monstrous castle 
guard. Then beneath them, through a tower window, Sophie noticed another 
shadow—this one human. Stepping closer, she glimpsed a man’s silhouette 
with a boat-shaped hat, like a pirate’s . . . and where his hand should be, a 
sharp flash of metal instead... 

A tuft of fog floated in front of him and when it cleared, the man was no 
longer there. 

Sophie bit her lip. Rafal had refused to tell her anything about the Old 
castle. But she was queen, wasn’t she? She had a right to know what he was 
hiding in the other school. 

“Lady Lesso, please tell me what’s in the School for Old,” she said 
firmly. 

“Students of the old fairy tales, of course, just like we teach a new fairy 
tale here. But the School for Old is the School Master’s domain—not 
yours,” the Dean snipped, before a cacophonous crackle broke through the 
castle, like an army of demented crickets. “That’s the fairies signaling end 
of session.” She stood up and clacked towards the door in her steel stilettos. 
“Shall we? Students won’t respect a Curses teacher who’s late. Especially a 
teacher who’s supposed to be the new me.” 

Sophie rooted deeper in her chair, arms crossed over her nightgown. 
“First of all, if ’'m going to stand in front of a class full of teenage boys, I at 
least need something to wear. Besides, even if you do get me into that 
classroom, I don’t know any of the new fairy tales!” 

“I said a new tale. Not tales.” 

“Well, whatever fairy tale this is, I can’t possibly teach 1t—” 

“Of course you can, since it’s the only fairy tale we teach at the School 
for New.” Lady Lesso glowered at her, holding open the door. 

“Yours.” 


Find the Spy 


The old lollipop room in Hansel’s Haven was still made of lollipops, but 
they’d been blown up into thousands of rainbow-colored shards and pieced 
into new murals across the walls. 

As students flurried in from the crowded hall, Sophie sat on Professor 
Sheeks’ old lollipop desk that had been slashed, scarred, beaten into lumps, 
and riddled with holes. Wearing black-suede stiletto boots and a formfitting, 
lacy black dress, she studied the murals of herself at her most Evil in The 
Tale of Sophie and Agatha—riding a rat to slay Agatha during the Good- 
Evil War . . . invisibly attacking Tedros during the Boy-Girl War .. . 
throwing Agatha into a sewer . . . pushing Tedros off a cliff... 





You fought them before, the voice inside her said. You can do it again. 

Her hands started to shake. 

I can t, Sophie panicked, looking away. I’m different now. 

She waited for the voice inside her to agree, to speak reason and protect 
her friends... 

Instead a different voice came this time. Darker. Angrier. Spewing bile. 

Like mother, like daughter. 

Like mother, like daughter. 

Like mother, like daughter. 

Like mother, like daughter. 

Slowly Sophie lifted her eyes back to Agatha and Tedros, painted on the 
walls... and for a moment she saw Honora and Stefan instead. 

Sophie’s hands stopped shaking. 

Find the spy, the witch inside whispered. 

Find the spy, she obeyed, locking to the task. 

A throat cleared loudly. 

Sophie looked down at a class of almost forty Evers and Nevers in 
black-and-green uniforms crammed into seats—Beatrix, Reena, Chaddick, 
Nicholas, Mona, Arachne, Ravan, Vex, Millicent, Brone among them—all 
wearing the same putrid scowls. 

“Oh hello there, um . . . c-c-class,” Sophie sputtered, startled by both 
their expressions and the sheer number of students. “It’s been a w-w-while, 
hasn’t it?” 

The student’s scowls intensified. 

“But we’re a family now, aren’t we?” Sophie fawned, trying a new 
tactic. “And look at you, so smart in black! Never used to like black (such a 
nihilistic color), but Lady Lesso said this dress belonged to 
Rumpelstiltskin’s niece, who used to teach this very same class. Small- 
boned woman—not surprising since her uncle was a dwarf—so no one’s 
been able to fit into it until me.” 

The students looked positively hateful now. 

“Um, Lady Lesso said Pollux has been teaching in my absence,” she 
puttered, “so perhaps we should wait for him to—” 

Vex let out an angry fart. 

Sophie held her breath, appalled. 


Find the spy, she refocused. Someone in this room was on Good’s side, 
trying to help kill the boy she loved... 

And yet, with their matching scowls, all the students in the room looked 
equally capable of betraying Evil, Evers and Nevers alike. That is, except 
for Kiko in a black babushka and veil, sniffling at the back of the room. 
Sophie glimpsed the small pink ribbon pinned to her uniform: 





Kiko saw Sophie looking at her and gave her the same horrible glare as 
everyone else. 

“Did someone put frownies in the school gruel this morning?” Sophie 
simpered, trying to keep her cool. 

A spitball hit her in the eye. 

Sophie exploded red, not even bothering to look for who shot it. “Look, 
it’s obvious why you’re all upset, okay? When I first came to this place, you 
were vile to me, even though I was nothing but nice to each of you, whether 
greeting you in hallways, enduring your odious hygiene, or educating you 
about the evils of white flour. And now you’re mad because the most 
handsome boy in the world gave me his ring, which makes me queen of the 
school, sitting up here with all the power, while you’re down there, with no 
power at all. But you know what? Tough tooties. 1”ve been alone my whole 
life, trying to find someone who loves me who won’t leave me, someone 
who actually likes me for who I am, warts and all. And now I found him! I 
don’t care if he’s a sorcerer. I don’t care if he’s the most Evil boy in the 
world! He’s mine and he loves me, even if I’m emotional and complicated 
and brutally misunderstood. So pout and be mad all you like, but after all 
I’ve endured in my life, I deserve to have true love, whether you like it or 
not, and the least you could do is be happy for me!” 


Silence. 

“That’s not why we’re mad,” snapped Beatrix. 

“No one gives a hog’s behind if you have a boyfriend,” Mona stabbed. 

Sophie pursed her lips. “Oh. Then what’s the problem?” 

All the kids turned towards the window. Sophie followed their eyes to 
the colossal scoreboard over the Blue Forest, listing the students in order of 
their scores. Glowing red lines divided the board into three sections: a top 
group, a middle group, and a bottom group. She couldn’t read any of the 
names through the hazy green air, except for Hort’s, firmly atop the 
rankings. 

“Third year is tracking year,” growled Ravan, picking miserably at his 
shorn black hair. “Starting next week, we’re split into dorms as Leaders, 
Henchmen, or Mogrifs, based on our rankings.” 

“Which means Evers like me have to excel at Evil or we’ll end up 
poisonous toads!” Millicent carped to Sophie. “This is entirely your fault!” 

“And it’s no better for Nevers either,” Mona added. “We have twice as 
many people to compete against now that the whole school is Evil!” 

“And even if you do end up a Leader, they get double the homework as 
everyone else,” said Vex. 

“And Henchmen have to follow their Leaders and do everything they 
say,” fretted Reena. 

“And Mogrifs have to go to class as animals!” said Beatrix. “And god 
forbid you fail three challenges in a row. Then you end up a plant!” 

“What are you upset about? You’re on track to be a Leader!” Kiko said, 
whirling to her. “I’m third to last in the whole school! Suppose I get turned 
into a tulip? I can’t even concentrate ever since ... ever since .. .” She 
burst into tears. “Tristan adored tulips! Used to put them in his hair.” Kiko 
blew her nose into her veil. “That boy loved me so much.” 

“Oh for Pete’s sake, that boy wouldn't have loved you if you were the 
last girl on earth,” Beatrix hissed. “Besides, I don’t want to be a leader of 
Evil, you dimwit! Once upon a time, I was almost Class Captain in the 
School for Good. And now I have to uglify and curse people and have 
henchmen?” 

“Sounds like a typical day for you, actually,” Sophie murmured. 

Beatrix gasped. 


“Even the School for Boys was better than this,” Chaddick contended. 
“Sure our castle was a little rank but at least we didn’t have fairies stinging 
us like bees if we’re a second late and Aric sending us to the Doom Room 
to be tortured for rules he’s completely made up. He’s punished every boy 
in school like ten times already.” 

“He got me for an untucked shirt yesterday,” Nicholas said. “That kid is 
Evil.” 

“And not in a Good way,” muttered Vex quietly. 

Sophie waited for them to elaborate, but all the boys glanced at each 
other in tortured brotherhood, before swiveling back to her. 

“Everything was fine for the last two hundred years, until you came 
along and messed up Good and Evil,” barked Ravan. 

“Boys and Girls too!” Brone boomed. 

“I hope Agatha and Tedros break in and kill the School Master!” 
seethed Arachne. “I hope they bring Good back!” 

“Bring Good Back!” Beatrix shouted, and all the students stomped their 
feet in solidarity, cheering along: “Bring Good Back! Bring Good Back!” 

Sophie gaped, speechless. How could she find the spy for Good if all of 
them were on Good’s side? 

“That's your job, you ninny—” a sharp nasty voice echoed outside. 

The door flew open and three students pattered in, tittering loudly. 

“—to follow me around and do whatever I say,” grouched a pasty girl 
with dirty hair streaked black and red and a fearsome buck-horned demon 
tattooed around her neck. 

“Hope I get tracked as a Leader and you as my Henchman,” retorted an 
albino girl with a throaty rasp and three black rats sticking out of her 
pockets. “Ill make sure you spend the rest of your life kissing my—” 

“Daddy said he’d buy me a new horse if / made Leader,” chirped a girl 
behind them, round as a balloon, snacking on a bundle of chocolate daisies. 
“Killed my last one by accident.” 

“Sat on it?” scoffed the albino. 

“Fed it too much fudge,” said the round girl. 

Suddenly all three girls stopped in their tracks and craned their heads to 
Sophie. They broke into toothy smiles and dropped into their seats in 
unison, hands folded over their bags. 

“Sorry we’re late,” said tattooed Hester. 


“Castor made us clean up after a dragon in Henchmen,” said albino 
Anadil. 

“Dragons poo a lot,” said paunchy Dot, mouth full. 

Sophie nearly leapt off the desk to hug her old roommates. “Oh praise 
heavens! My real friends,” she beamed, so relieved to see the three smiley 
witches against the sea of snarls. “At least someone’s happy to see me!” 

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Hester mumbled. She started opening her book 
then noticed the furious faces around her. 

“Oh here we go,” she moaned. “For the last time, you’re all in the 
School for Evil now and that means you’re fighting for Evil. Look at me: 
Aric stabbed a blade in my stomach during the Trial and now I obey his 
every word. You want to stay alive? You want the sun to stop melting? 
Then do what the teachers say and help Sophie kill Agatha and Tedros.” 

“I thought Agatha was your friend,” Ravan sniped. 

“Excuse me? These are my friends,” Hester said, pointing to Anadil and 
Dot with a glowing red fingertip. “The coven everyone fears and yet wants 
to be in. The clique that doesn’t give a damn what you think. The sinful, 
sinistral, all-around-original Three Witches of Room 66.” 

“Dot's even fat again,” Anadil quipped. 

Dot frowned. 

“Sure, Agatha was likable in a handicapped-dog kind of way,” Hester 
went on, “but I learned my lesson when I almost died at Aric’s hands 
defending her. All I ever wanted was for Evil to have a normal school 
again, where we learn Evil things and learn to be better villains than my 
incompetent mother was. And now because of Sophie, we don’t just have 
one Evil school, we have two.” 

“Plus for the first time, villains can have a Never After!” Dot reveled. 
“You know what that means, don’t you?” She gave Ravan a wink. “Evil 
Valentine’s Day!” 

Ravan gagged. 

“And if we don’t want love, that’s fine too,” said Anadil, with a 
repulsed look. “Once Sophie’s storybook closes, Evil will prove it can win, 
with villains no longer cursed to die.” 

“Here’s to free Evil!” hollered Hester. 

“Here’s to free will!” hooted Dot. 





bag 


“Here’s to Queen Sophie!” Anadil proclaimed, banging fists loudly on 
her desk, as Hester and Dot chanted and three black rats squeaked: “Here 5 
to Queen Sophie! Here's to Queen Sophie!” 

No one else joined them. 

“Did the ‘Bring Good Back’ cheer already, didn’t they?” Dot sighed. 

Sophie smiled at her three witch champions. At least she knew who 
wasn t the spy. 

The door flew open behind her and an obese pink flamingo stumbled in 
—or rather most of an obese pink flamingo, since a dog head was attached 
to its body, trying and failing to navigate it. “Apologies for the late arrival,” 
he smarmed, resting awkwardly against a wall. “Castor was feeling ill, so I 
took over his Henchmen class and led the students in a rousing anthem I’ve 
composed for Lord Aric, our illustrious Dean. Would you like to hear it? 
It’s best performed by a 52-piece symphony and soprano choir, but I’m sure 
I can replicate the effect—” 

He saw Sophie at the teacher’s desk. “Oh. Hello .. . former student,” the 
dog sniffed. 

Sophie glowered at Pollux, one half of a two-headed Cerberus who 
routinely lost the battle to use their body to his rabid brother Castor. She 
could have gone the rest of her life without seeing this oily, spineless, 
brown-noser again, who’d clearly buttered up Aric in order to avoid being 
imprisoned with the rest of the Good teachers, just like he’d buttered up 
Evelyn Sader last year to avoid being evicted with the Boys. Even worse, 
Pollux was clearly lying about why he was late, since her three witch 
friends said they were just helping Castor clean up dragon poo. 

“Would you like to take a seat amongst your kind?” Pollux jabbed, as if 
reading her thoughts. “I assumed you’d leave the class to me since it has 
been mine the past few weeks.” 

“I’m quite fine where I am,” Sophie retorted, suddenly happy to be a 
teacher if it meant riling up this boob. She turned back to the class. “Might 
you tell me what you’ ve been learning, students?” 

“The Tale of Sophie and Agatha, inside and out,” said Hort, rolling into 
the room without books or a bag, his hand slid up his shirt, showing off his 
rippled stomach. “You know, trying to spot Agatha’s and Tedros’ 
weaknesses, so we can kill "em and finally stop being losers.” He dropped 


into a seat, blew his dark bangs out of his glittering black eyes, and 
stretched his chest with a yawn. 

Sophie goggled at Hort’s broad shoulders, casual stubble, and laid-back 
slouch. In a month, he’d gone from wimpy, earnest pipsqueak to teenage 
heartthrob. She noticed all the other girls slyly checking him out, Evers and 
Nevers both. /t must be a makeover spell, she thought, watching him toss 
his hair. Or a twin brother or a deal with the devil or something . . . Hort 
caught her looking and scowled at her murderously like he had in the foyer. 
Sophie stiffened and pretended to listen to Pollux. 

“As Hort points out, the first week we did a unit on Tedros’ 
shortcomings as a prince,” the dog said, plopping on the teacher’s desk and 
shoving Sophie over. He waved a wing and the lollipop colors on the walls 
rearranged to scenes of Tedros’ worst moments from The Tale of Sophie 
and Agatha. “And what did we learn class? Yes, Hester!” 

“He has serious daddy issues,” Hester said, leering at a painting of 
Tedros killing a gargoyle in Merlin’s menagerie. 

“Excellent! Yes, Anadil?” 

“He doesn’t trust girls since his mother left him,” said the albino, 
pointing at a painting of Tedros shooting an arrow at Agatha in Evil’s Grand 
Hall. 

“Spot on! Yes, Dot?” 

“He’s obsessed with swords,” chimed Dot, nodding at a scene of Tedros 
almost kissing Filip in a forest. 

Pollux blinked at her. “Moving on to our challenge .. .” 

Thoughts of Hort fell away as Sophie studied the painting of her and 
Tedros together when she was Filip. He’d been so vulnerable with her when 
she was a boy, so nurturing and soft, and she’d seen the real Tedros 
underneath his macho facade. They’d become so close in that short time, 
blood and soul mates, like she and Agatha once upon a time. Sophie 
blushed, reliving the moment when he finally touched her in the Blue 
Forest. It was all based on a lie, of course. Tedros would have never opened 
up to her if he’d known who she was. She’d lost that Tedros forever... . that 
perfect, beautiful boy who’d tried to kiss his best friend... 

Sophie scorched red. Tedros wanted to kill Rafal and she was blushing 
over him? 


You have a new love, she gritted, pinching her thigh hard. Stop thinking 
about old ones. 

“So with all this in mind,” Pollux prattled, his bird bottom shunting 
Sophie to the edge of the desk, “today’s class challenge is to delve even 
deeper into Tedros’ mind. In a moment, all of you will be concealed under 
magical Tedros masks. Since Sophie insists on playing ‘teacher,’ she’ll be 
responsible for judging who most acts like the real prince. Whoever she 
deems the most Tedros-like wins first rank.” He rammed Sophie off the 
desk, knocking her to the floor. 

“Shall we?” he snipped down at her. 

A few minutes later, Sophie stood, blindfolded with a smelly black rag, 
as she listened to students rearrange seats. 

The spy must be Tedros’ friend if they're going to help him break in, she 
thought. And the spy is the only one who’s been in touch with him since he 
vanished. Which meant that whoever won this challenge, whoever knew 
Tedros well enough to mimic him, would surely be the prime suspect. 

“Everyone find a new place? We don’t want Sophie remembering where 
you were,” Pollux’s voice called, before she heard the last backside plunk 
down. “All right. The cloaking spell will cover your face in a phantom 
mask. Don’t touch or it might glue to your face permanently. You hear me? 
Dont touch.” 

“This school 1s so unsafe,” Reena’s voice crabbed. 

“Ready?” Pollux said. “One... two... three—” 

Sophie heard a loud, windy crack, and then dead quiet. 

“The masks are hot,” Ravan’s voice grumped. 

“And blond,” Hester’s voice groaned. 

“Shhhhh!” hissed Pollux. “Sophie, on your mark ... get set . . . go!” 

Sophie flung off the blindfold. 

If she’d blushed pink before looking at Tedros’ face on the walls, now 
she was as pink as Pollux’s feathers. 

There were forty Tedroses seated in front of her, reflecting back his 
crystal-blue eyes, fluffy gold locks, and tan, flawless skin. Yet, there was a 
strange haziness to the faces, rubbery thick and oddly luminous at the 
edges, so she couldn’t discern the necks and clothes beneath the masks. 
Some of the Tedroses were smiling, some sneering, some frosty and blank 


eyed, but as she scanned the sum of these gorgeous princes, Sophie felt her 
cheeks burning even hotter. 

Stop blushing, you idiot! Tedros isnt your friend anymore! No, he was 
the boy who’d rejected her for her best friend; the boy who wanted to kill 
her true love; the poster boy for Good who had a spy working against her in 
this very room... 

“Well?” Pollux huffed. 

Sophie braced herself and waded into the sea of princes. One by one, 
she analyzed them, but it only took seconds to see the fraudulence each 
time. The smile was too snarky or dopey, his posture too rigid or slouched 
or there was a flicker of self-doubt—a hang of the head, a bob of the throat 
—that the real Tedros never had. One Tedros nearly fooled her in the 
second row, but he flinched as she made eye contact, and the real Tedros 
would have held his stare, strong and unyielding, until your heart turned to 
putty and you were his. None of the others around him even came close and 
soon she was in the final row, no closer to finding Good’s spy . . . until the 
last Tedros stopped her cold. 

She locked into his steady blue eyes, sparkling with mischief. He bit his 
juicy lower lip and cocked a brow, almost more Tedros than Tedros himself, 
and Sophie felt a flash of fire rip through her body. 

This one, she thought, girding her loins. This is the one that knows him 
best. This is the spy. 

She leaned in teasingly, daring the spy at his or her own game. But the 
closer she drew, the more she felt the warmth off the prince’s dewy skin and 
smelled that stirring mix of mint and wood, until Sophie’s heart began to 
hammer and she knew this wasn’t a spy—this was him, the real him, and 
he’d ditched Agatha to be with her! Stunned, panicked, exhilarated, she 
hugged him with a gasp: “Teddy, it’s you!” 

Rubber instantly melted to skin and Hort glared back at her. 

“Don t touch.” 

Sophie recoiled in shock— 

A “1” rank exploded over Hort’s head in a crown of green smoke, as 
rankings popped up over everyone else, their masks melting away over their 
usual faces. 

“Well done, Hort!” Pollux said. “You’ll no doubt help our queen kill the 
real Tedros.” 


“No doubt,” said Hort, still staring daggers at Sophie. 

“I'm so going to end up a pea shoot,” Kiko mewled behind him, a 
black-cloud “20” raining on her head. 

Sophie was in such a fog that by the time she’d gathered her wits, the 
fairies had clamored and the students were all rushing out the door into the 
crowded hall. Punch-drunk, she lumbered after them still trying to grasp 
how Hort had become Tedros and Tedros back to Hort and why she’d tried 
to hug Tedros at all— 

Three witches suddenly scooted past her doorway. 

“Almost caught us on dragon poo!” Dot whispered. 

“I told you we should have a different excuse,” Hester growled. 

“No one noticed a thing,” shushed Anadil. 

Sophie shook off her daze and hurried after her former roommates, 
eager to debrief like they always did. “Hey! Wait up!” she called excitedly 

But instead of waiting, the three witches stopped dead at the sound of 
her voice and scurried ahead even faster than before. 

Alone in the doorway, Sophie watched them blend into the black-robed 
mob, her smile slowly flattening, at a loss to explain why her only three 
friends at this school had just acted like they weren’t her friends at all. 


ee 
Too Many Boys 


Normally teachers at the School for Good and Evil taught multiple 
sessions, but Lady Lesso had given Sophie only one, which the Dean had 
filled with students who knew Agatha and Tedros best. But as the next class 
began, Sophie wandered through Hansel’s Haven, no closer to finding out 
who the spy was or how the two Evers planned to get in. 





It cant be Hort, even though he’d won the challenge, for he’d always 
hated Tedros and had no incentive to help him. 

But who then? Who would risk their lives to help Good slay Rafal? 
Who would risk their lives to help Good win her back? 

She roamed past classrooms, peeking through doors at teachers 
preparing students to ambush Agatha and Tedros. In Uglification, Professor 
Manley led students in a Camouflage Challenge that magically blended 
them into school furnishings in order to surprise the enemy; in History, 
Rafal lectured the students on ways intruders had once tried to break into 
the School for Good and Evil; in Special Talents, Professor Sheeks hosted 
an open-sparring tournament where students deployed their special talents 
against each other; and out in the Blue Forest, Aric forced students through 
a boot-camp obstacle course, while fairies stung anyone who lagged behind. 

Standing on the third-floor balcony, Sophie marveled at Aric, hulking 
and sweat-soaked in his sleeveless shirt, barking orders at his students. For 
a murderous, cretinous thug, he was sickly good-looking. 


Her face reddened. Did I just have that thought? 

Aric suddenly looked up at her, as if he was inside her head, and gave 
her a knife-edged smile. 

A hand touched her and Sophie screamed. 

“Glad to know I’m still scary,” Rafal smirked. 

Sophie stared at her handsome young beau, his shirt strings untied. 
“Sorry... was just...” 

Rafal glanced down and saw Aric in her sightline. The young School 
Master stopped smiling. “How did class go?” 

Sophie noticed Hort over his shoulder, as Beatrix flirted with him in a 
corner. 

“Sophie?” 

“Mmm?” 

Rafal caught her glancing at Hort. Sophie instantly looked back at 
Rafal. “Oh! Lovely! Class was just lovely,” she blithered. 

The School Master frowned. “Look, I have to go in, but I'll see you at 
lunch. We have a private spot on the balcony—” 

But now Sophie was staring at Reena and Ravan as they walked by, 
both wearing white swan pins that said “Bring Good Back!” with Tedros’ 
handsome face painted on them. The prince was painted so heroically, so 
dashingly, that Sophie’s heart ignited— 

Rafal spun and the two kids’ pins instantly reverted to black swans with 
Rafal’s young face and the words “Evil Rules!” He narrowed his eyes and 
turned to Sophie. 

“You seem distracted,” he said icily. 

“Me? No, no—” Sophie forced a cough. “Just tired. You know, still 
recovering from being sick...” 

Rafal’s gem-blue eyes sliced into hers, as if shaking down her soul, and 
Sophie’s stomach twisted. She kissed him on the cheek, squeezing his arm. 
“PII see you at lunch, okay?” 

Rafal searched her face a long moment . . . then softened. “Don’t be 
late. P11 be waiting for you.” He touched his cold fingers to her lips. 

Sophie watched him head into his classroom, making sure to give him a 
bright smile and wave as he went inside... 

The moment his door closed, she took off like a hare, scampering 
straight out of Hansel’s Haven, desperately in need of a place to think. 


Rafal was right. She was distracted, suddenly unable to pay attention to 
her one true love, the true love whose ring she was wearing, the true love 
she’d fought her whole story to find. And she was distracted by the same 
thing that had distracted her from the day she was born— 

Boys. 

Too many boys. 


Sophie shut the frosted door behind her and stood in cold, gray sunshine on 
the roof of the old Honor Tower. Slouching against black glass, she looked 
out at the Endless Woods beyond the slimy green bay, hidden beneath 
weakly lit skies that made morning look like dusk. With a deep breath, she 
pulled herself up and headed towards Merlin’s Menagerie, the topiary 
tribute to King Arthur that had always been her and Agatha’s favorite spot 
to think— 

Her eyes widened. 

The hedges of the menagerie no longer reflected King Arthur’s story— 
but his son’s instead. Sophie moved through the garden, taking in scenes of 
barechested Tedros meeting Agatha for the first time, Tedros asking Agatha 
to the Evers Snow Ball, Tedros rescuing thorn-gashed Agatha from the 
Endless Woods... 

Why would the School for Evil celebrate a Good love story? she 
thought, studying Agatha in Tedros’ arms. Old pangs of jealousy stirred and 
she tried to hold them down, reminding herself that Tedros wasn’t her true 
love anymore. He was Agatha’s. Like Rafal is mine. 

And yet, ten minutes later, she was still drifting through hedges and 
poring over every inch of Tedros and Agatha’s romantic memorial, unable 
to tear herself away, before she arrived at the final sculpture of the prince 
and princess, wrapped in their first kiss beneath a willow. 

Strange, wasn t it, Sophie thought, moving closer. She’d kissed Agatha 
... Agatha had kissed Tedros . . . and yet, she’d never kissed Tedros. And 
she never would. Because he was the enemy now, he was the villain. . . and 
besides, she had her own boy to kiss . . . a boy so much fairer and smarter 
and better than the one Agatha was kissing right in front of her... So why 
was she on tiptoes, then, inhaling the smell of their minty kiss, touching a 
gold-ringed finger to her friends’ locked lips— 

Her fingertip burst into a violent, blistering rash. 


Sophie choked in surprise. 

The bloodred pox chased up her hand, her arm, her shoulder like a 
carnivorous animal, sizzling so hot she couldn’t breathe . . . 

Seconds later, Sophie barreled through the old Valor breezeway like a 
rhinoceros, crashing through students leaving fourth session, who plastered 
against walls at the sight of her. Hurtling up the spiral stairs, she threw open 
the door to the Dean’s office, her entire body covered in raging blisters, the 
rash surging up her neck towards her face— 

Professor Manley and Lady Lesso calmly looked back at her, both 
teachers silhouetted at the window. 

“Told you someone would get hurt, Bilious,” sighed Lady Lesso. 

“Only if they were stupid enough to touch an Evers’ love story,” 
Manley growled at Sophie. “Get to the Groom Room at once and soak in 
the steam bath.” 

“But Dean Sader incinerated the Groom Room!” Sophie breathed in 
pain. 

“Only the Girls’,” said Lady Lesso. “Use the Boys’.” 

Sophie hightailed for the stairs, Rafal’s ring knifing into her swollen 
finger— 

“Sophie?” Manley called out. 

She turned. 

“Your love for Rafal has inspired all of Evil,” he said, softening. 
“Teachers included.” 

Sophie smiled tightly and ran away. 


By the time Sophie made it to the Boys’ Groom Room, four flights down, 
the rash had devoured her entire face, with her skin and eyelids so inflamed 
she could barely see. Thankfully the boys’ spa looked deserted. Peering 
through tearing slits, she scanned the Midas Gold sweat lodge, peasant- 
themed tanning room, gymnasium with Norse hammers, saltwater lap pool, 
and steaming Turkish baths, smelling of sulfur and sweat. Her left eye 
suddenly ballooned thicker, sealing up tight, and she stumbled like a 
cyclops towards the steamiest bath before she slipped on its rim and 
careened headfirst into scalding water, her dress inflating like a parachute— 
Instantly the red pustules began to recede. 


Bubbles flowed over her numb, swollen face, restoring her skin little by 
little until she felt water jets blast her clear cheeks and Rafal’s ring loosen 
on her finger. With a relieved breath, Sophie flung to the surface, whipping 
her hair like a mermaid out ofthe sea and opened her eyes with a smile. 

Hort glowered at her through steam. 

“Tf it isn’t Little Miss Liar.” 

Sophie blanched and scrambled back like a crab to escape. 

“Scared, are you?” Hort taunted. 

“No, I’m just not in the habit of taking steam baths with random boys,” 
snapped Sophie, pulling out of the tub. 

“Random boy?” Hort smirked. “I was your best friend last year, 
remember? The best friend who helped you survive boys’ classes, who 
helped you beat Tedros, who you promised to take into the Trial, only to 
take Tedros instead—” 

“Nice chat,” Sophie babbled, hurrying away— 

Only then did she notice the red cluster of pox on her arms, still healing. 

“Couple more minutes and they’ll clear up,” Hort said behind her. 
“Leave now and they might scar forever.” 

Sophie glared at him through the mist, shirtless in his black shorts, his 
pale, toned chest flushed pink from the heat. 

“Couple more minutes,” she muttered, sliding into the tub as far away 
from him as she could. 

“Perks of being top-ranked. Can work out whenever I want and the 
teachers don’t say much,” said Hort, picking at a small pimple on his arm. 
“Now I see why Tedros was obsessed with this place. Narcissists must love 
it here. Lucky they had that woodpecker keeping track of time or Prince 
Pretty Face would never have left. Bird’s probably locked up with the other 
Good teachers by now, of course. Nymphs too. You should see who’s stuck 
working the Laundry.” 

“I don’t get it. Why is there still a Groom Room in an Evil castle?” 

“Ask your new boyfriend,” Hort spat. “Uses it more than anyone. 
Clearly trying to look good for you.” 

“Rafal uses the Groom Room?” 

“Oh, that’s his name now? Suppose he needs a new name to go with the 
new face so you’re not reminded of the old one. Nice try, but I'll stick with 
‘School Master.’” 


“He’s no older than you or me,” Sophie defended. 

“Keep telling yourself that. Can’t speak too poorly about the man 
though. Gave my father a proper tomb when I begged him to. I mean, it 
wasn’t Necro Ridge with the best villains, where Dad shoulda been buried, 
but Vulture Vale was good enough. Especially considering the School 
Master don’t like me much. You know, since I was in love with you and all. 
But at least he had the decency to let my dad rest in peace.” 

“See, he’s not so bad, is he?” Sophie soothed. “And now your father 
finally got the grave he deserved. Because he had a noble, persistent son 
who made sure of it.” 

Hort nodded, hiding a sniffle. 

“Meanwhile, seems like you’ve been spending a fair amount of time in 
the Groom Room yourself,” Sophie ribbed. “Almost as Tedros-like as your 
imitation of him.” 

“Well, I should know him better than anyone, shouldn’t I?” Hort 
retorted, hardening. 

“Huh? Why would you know anything about Tedros?” 

Hort snarled. “Either you’re lying again or you’re as stupid as you look. 
You ditch me first year for him when you were a girl. You ditch me second 
year for him when you were a boy. You lie and cheat and steal for him 
while he treats you like crap, and I help you and care for you and worship 
you like a queen while you treat me like crap! What does that guy have that 
I don’t? What makes him so lovable and me so unworthy? Know how many 
times I’ve asked myself that question, Sophie? How many times I’ve 
studied him like a book or sat in the dark picturing every last shred of him, 
trying to understand why he’s more of a person than me? Or why the 
moment he’s gone, you take a ring from the School Master—or Raphael or 
Michelangelo or Donatello or whatever you want to call him to make 
yourself feel better—just because he looks like you want him to look and 
says what you want to hear? When you could have had someone who’s 
honest and kind and real?” His black, beady eyes lanced right through her. 

Sophie checked her arm, desperate to get out of this tub, but her blisters 
were still raw. “First of all, don’t call me stupid, Hort. Second of all, please 
believe me when I say I’m sorry for last year, okay? I still don’t know why 
Tedros’ name came out of my mouth instead of yours. I’m done with him 
... I really am. I don’t know what else to say—” 


“As if Pd believe anything you said anyway,” Hort snorted. “I’ve 
already killed you and kissed you more times in my head than you 
deserve.” 

Sophie stared at him. 

Hort sighed, flicking the water. “But I learned my lesson. No one wants 
Old Hort. So meet New Hort instead. Modeled right after your cool, manly 
prince. The Hort chicks dig.” 

“But that Hort isn’t real at all,” said Sophie, frowning. “That Hort isn’t 
you.” 

“Well, whoever it is . . .” Hort raised his gaze. “Finally got your 
attention, didn’t he?” 

Sophie fell silent. 

“Yikes, getting pruney,” Hort deflected, assessing his wrinkled fingers. 
He started to push out of the tub. “Besides, your new boyfriend’s probably 
waiting for you.” 

Sophie watched him get out, water sliding down the curves of his back. 

“Hort?” 

He stopped, still facing away from her. The only sound in the room was 
the drip of his shorts onto the carpet. 

“Do you still love me?” she whispered. 

Slowly Hort turned to Sophie with a sad smile, looking like the raw, 
openhearted boy she once knew. 

“No.” 

Sophie averted her eyes. “Oh good. Yes. Glad to hear it,” she chimed, 
fussing with her dress before looking up. “You know, with my new 
boyfriend and all—” 

But Hort was gone. 

For a long time, Sophie stayed in the steaming pool, sweating and 
gazing at the spot where he’d been, even after her arm was well healed, 
even after her skin had shriveled dry. And only when she heard the shriek of 
fairies rip through the castle did Sophie realize then that she hadn’t just 
missed the start of lunch. 

She’d missed it completely. 


As midnight came and went, Sophie sat calmly in the School Master’s 
window, her hair still wet, her ebony dress bunched at the knees as she 


pressed bare toes against the wall. She looked out at the fluorescent green 
bay, reflecting the shadows of two black castles, both dark and quiet. 

How quickly things changed in a fairy tale. 

Rafal hadn’t been too upset, thank goodness—she claimed she’d gotten 
lost in the throng on the way to lunch (“Its like an overcrowded zoo, 
Rafal.”’) and trapped herself in a broom closet (“So much black in this place 
—hard to tell the closets from the students!”). Rafal interrupted her, looking 
stressed: he’d barely been at lunch himself, he said, and told her he had 
important business in the School for Old that would keep him there until the 
morning. With a kiss, he left her on her own and off the hook (except for a 
stern visit from Lady Lesso, who’d chastised her for being no closer to 
finding the spy). 

Sophie curled her knees to her chest and glanced at the Storian, paused 
over a blank page. It hadn’t drawn a new scene since early in the evening, 
when it painted Agatha and Tedros disappearing into a rabbit hole and 
Tedros fainting at the sight of a bearded old man. She’d tried to flip back in 
the storybook to see who this old man was and where Agatha and her prince 
were in the Woods, but the Storian had stabbed her when she’d tried to turn 
pages, nearly impaling her hand. Once a story was unfolding, it seemed you 
couldn’t go back. 

Sophie did a few half-hearted yoga poses, trying to take her mind off the 
two Evers, then gave up and slumped onto the edge of the bed, looking out 
the window again. 

Somewhere out there her best friends were writing their own side of the 
story. Somewhere out there they were coming to rescue her from a school 
she would have once done anything to be rescued from . . . coming to 
convince her to leave Evil and its Master behind forever . . . 

Or so they think. 

Because now she felt at home here in Evil. Sure, there were a few 
pitfalls her first day, but she was still a teacher and queen, superior to all the 
other students. More importantly, she was about to win Evil’s first fairy tale 
in two hundred years! She was about to be a legend for all time, more 
famous than Snow White, Cinderella, and every other old, blank-eyed, pink 
princess who never had a mind of her own... 

And to think, I used to be like those fools. 

But now she was ready to fight for Evil. 


Kill, even. 

Because unlike all Evil that came before her, she had someone to fight 
for. 

Rafal, she thought, admiring her ring, imagining his gorgeous, snow- 
cold face in its reflection... 

Only now she was seeing Hort instead, pink and warm in steaming blue 
mist... 

Then violet-eyed Aric, primal and perspiring in the Forest... 

Sophie shrank against the wall, nauseous. 

After finally finding her true love, now she was fantasizing about Hort? 
About Aric? After everything she’d done to find love? 

Rafal had to be the one, after all. 

No one else loved her anymore. 

Not even Hort. 

I need proof, she thought. That 5 all. 

I need proof Rafal is the one. 

Then I'll stop doubting. 

Then I'll stop thinking of other boys. 

She lifted her eyes to the dark, empty room. 

Prove it, she begged her heart. 

Prove he’s my true love. 

The School Master’s chamber was dead silent. 

All of a sudden, the ring on her finger started to move. 

Slowly it slid down her finger by its own power, settling below the 
knuckle. 

It was still for a moment, cold against her left hand. Then the ring 
magically melted before her eyes, the gold turning darker and darker, softer 
and softer, deconstructing into a circle of gleaming black liquid. 

Sophie held her breath, staring at the ring of ink, warm and wet on her 
finger, gripping her skin like a leech— 

But now she saw what the ring was doing. 

It was writing a first letter into her finger. 

It was writing the name of her true love. 

Just like she’d asked. 

Sophie smiled and closed her eyes, letting her inner fairy godmother do 
her work. 


Inky and wet, the ring calmly slashed into her skin, controlled by 
something deep within her. With every new letter, Sophie’s soul breathed 
freer, lighter, as if a crushing weight had been lifted, as if the force moving 
the ring was her true self, her purest self. . . until at last, the ring finished 
the last letter and hardened back to solid gold, leaving the name “Rafal” 
upon her without a doubt . . . Rafal who she’d be with forever... 

Slowly Sophie opened her eyes and saw the name in squid-black ink. 

It wasn’t Rafal’s. 

She fell off the bed in shock. 

Petrified, she grabbed the hem of her dress and scrubbed at the name, 
trying to erase it. 

Still there. 

She scraped with her nails, buffed it on the floor, chafed it against the 
wall—but the name was even darker than before. Thunderstruck, she 
cowered against the bed, hiding her hand in her dress, trying to calm her 
screaming heart. 

It didn’t matter what name was there! 

There was no way that name was her true love. 

There was no way that name was her happy ending. 

Because the name the ring had tattooed on Sophie’s skin, the name it 
had promised was her one true love, was the name of the prince she was 
supposed to kill. 
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I suppose the entrance was a bit dramatic,” Merlin mulled in his musical 


baritone as he reclined Tedros onto the sofa, his purple cape accidentally 
smothering the prince’s face. “But a good wizard can’t very well loaf in like 
a delivery boy, can he?” 

“Don’t talk to me!” Tedros mumbled, his voice cracking as he shoved 
Merlin and his robes away. “You think you can mosey in and tell jokes and 
pretend everything’s okay?” He smeared angry tears, turning his ire on 
Agatha. “And just so you know, I didn’t faint, so don’t even think about it!” 





“Put your legs up here,” Agatha said calmly, stripping off the prince’s 
socks and lifting his clammy feet onto the ottoman. 
“Tell all the old farts that I didn’t faint. Tell them.” 


“They’re busy eating supper, not even paying the slightest attention to 
you,” Agatha replied, peeking up to see Yuba and the other League 
members instantly duck their heads to their plates of mashed carrots and 
gruel at the dining table, pretending to have a conversation. 

“And even if I did faint, you fainted twice,” Tedros snapped, wiping his 
runny nose with his sleeve. 

“Nice to see the future of Camelot is in mature hands,” said Agatha, 
jamming another pillow under his head. 

“He was even more emotional as a child. Imagine that!” Merlin piped, 
smacking the dust out of his robes before he plunked down in a rocking 
chair, doffed his hat, and pulled a cherry lollipop out of it like a carnival 
magician. “Of his future princess, his father would say, “Look for the girl 
who is truly Good.”” Merlin sucked loudly on the lollipop. “I, on the other 
hand, said, ‘Look for the girl who will give you a good kick in the rump.’” 

Tedros glowered, red-eyed. “You think this is funny?” 

Merlin burped and tugged at his moustache. “Tedros, I know I have a lot 
to explain—” 

“No. No explaining. There’s nothing to explain!” Tedros waved him off. 
“Mother runs off with Father’s best friend when I’m nine. Runs off with 
Lancelot, of all people—Lancelot, the knight I idolized, who carried me on 
his back and gave me my first sword and acted like he was my friend too. 
She didn’t even say goodbye, Merlin! As if Dad and I were strangers, as if 
we were nothing. But no matter how much I cried or cursed her, no matter 
how many times I watched Dad lock himself in his chamber, at least we still 
had you. You kept our family together when it was falling apart.” Tedros 
welled up again. “And then a week later, you disappear in the middle of the 
night, just like she did. Not a word to my father after guiding him his whole 
life. Not a word to me, who you took questing in the Woods like I was your 
own. Father said you left because your life was in danger—said you’d 
created a spell that messed with boys and girls and could bring down whole 
kingdoms; that word of the spell had spread and armies were coming for 
you. ... But the Merlin I knew was stronger than any army, bigger than any 
danger. The Merlin I knew would have put my dad before his own life.” 

Tedros heaved a breath. “I was ten years old and had to watch my father 
die, as weak as he was once strong. I kept telling myself you’d come back. 
Merlin couldn’t abandon me like this: an orphan in a giant castle, with no 


mother, no father, no one to care about me. But years went by and I told 
myself you were dead. You had to be. So I mourned you like I did Father, 
promising to make you proud for the rest of my life, wherever in heaven 
you were.” Tedros let out a sob, burying his face in a pillow. “And now you 
show up... alive?” 

Agatha gazed at Tedros, her own eyes misting. She wanted to touch 
him, but he was too raw. Slowly, she looked up at Merlin, seeing a selfish 
old villain now instead of a hero. 

The brightness in Merlin’s face drained away. He flicked his finger and 
the lollipop evaporated as he leaned into his chair. “I should have left the 
castle long before that night, Tedros. Your father had stopped viewing me as 
his friend and more as an old fool, there only to nag and point fingers and 
hold him back. Indeed, he’d come to my cave only days before demanding 
a spell to spy on Guinevere, but I’d held firm that matters of the heart were 
too delicate for magic. The young Arthur would have trusted my advice and 
confronted her, even if it wounded his pride or led to a truth he wasn’t ready 
to accept. But the old Arthur, green-eyed and arrogant, stole a spell recipe 
from my cave like a vengeful child, changing himself from a boy to a girl in 
order to trap his own wife. I had to leave Camelot. Not just to protect 
myself, but to protect your father most of all. Had the spell not been there 
for him to take, perhaps Arthur and I may have found a different ending. 
Though that in itself may be wishful thinking. As he told me many times 
before that day in anger, ‘I don’t need you anymore.”” 

Tedros rubbed his eyes, scarlet fading from his cheeks. “And what about 
me? What if I needed you?” 

“I couldn't make the same mistakes with you as I’d made with your 
father,” said Merlin. “I’d sheltered him from his own weaknesses, and 
because of it, those weaknesses won. I had to let you write your own story, 
Tedros . . . to let you grow up on your own, until the day when you truly 
needed me to survive. If I’d tried to say goodbye, you would have followed 
me into the Woods. Still, youll never know how hard it was to leave you. 
As much as you may have needed me, I needed you far more.” The 
wizard’s voice wavered slightly. “I took solace in the fact that I was never 
truly gone, watching you as an eagle watches from the sky, following every 
twist and turn of your story. Cringing perhaps, at some of your mistakes, 
fatheaded as they were. And yet knowing that all these mistakes were 


yours, beautifully yours, and you came out the better for it. . . the boy I left 
behind well on his way to becoming an extraordinary man and an 
extraordinary king.” Merlin smiled. “If only from your choice of princess 
alone.” 

Tedros and Agatha looked at each other and turned away, blushing, as if 
unsure whether they were still in a fight. 

“Though you will certainly have interesting children,’ Merlin 
murmured, studying them. 

Agatha’s buttocks clenched. 

Tedros yawned and balled his knees to his chest. “Well, after everything 
you’ve put me through, the least you can do is make me one, M,” he 
grumbled, peeking at Merlin. “Double marshmallow and candy cream as 
usual, please.” 

Merlin cracked a smile. “What’d I tell you? The second I show up they 
turn back into little boys,” he sighed. Out of his starry cone hat he pulled a 
tall stone mug of steaming chocolate with two giant fluffy marshmallows 
and a mountain of rainbow-sprinkled whipped cream and slid it into the 
prince’s hand. 

Tedros was about to take a sip . . . then looked up at Agatha. “Want to 
try?” 

Agatha blinked at him. Her prince was the poster boy for chivalry, 
except when it came to food; he’d practically eaten her out of the house in 
Gavaldon, stolen last bites from under her too many times to count, and 
never offered her a single morsel of his own meals. So as he held out his 
mug, looking so handsome and earnest, Agatha teared up like an idiot— 
because after all the fights and tension and resentment, it meant that Tedros 
still loved her. 

Taking the warm mug from him, she slurped at the bubbling, rich 
chocolate and candy-studded cream and a riot of sweetness exploded on her 
tongue, as if she’d inhaled all of Hansel’s Haven in one bite. “Whoa,” she 
shivered, going for another sip, but Tedros snatched it back so violently that 
Agatha burst into cackles. 

“Where were you all these years, Merlin?” Tedros finally asked, with a 
whipped-cream moustache that looked remarkably like his mentor’s. 

“Exploring the Woods, my dear boy!” Merlin declared, digging deep in 
his hat for a round yellow balloon. It magically flitted out of his hands with 


a mousy squeak and inflated over his head. “They really are Endless, you 
know. The man-eating hills of Mahadeva, the upside-down kingdom of 
Borna Coric, the haunted fog of Akgul, the black seas of Ooty, led by an 
eight-armed queen—” The balloon frantically contorted into the images he 
was describing, trying to keep up. “I even spent Christmas one year in 
Altazarra, a kingdom where everything is made entirely out of milk or 
honey, with rivers of fresh butter cream, castles of Swiss cheese and 
honeycomb, and roads paved with thick yogurt. Everyone is quite obese, of 
course, but brilliantly happy, though not as happy as the villagers of Nupur 
Lala, who have a rare birth condition that leaves them all born without 
tongues. You’d be surprised how deliriously happy people are when they 
can’t speak. And yet, no matter where I went, they recognized me from 
King Arthur’s storybook and treated me as an honored guest, though it 
meant I often had to do a bit of musty magic to earn supper and a bed (or in 
the case of Kingdom Kyrgios, a giant peapod). Amazing how tales travel, 
really, and it never ceased, no matter how far I went, each kingdom just as 
familiar with the legend of Arthur as the next, inspiring me to journey 
farther and farther, intoxicated with novelty, celebrity, and most of all 
inexhaustible beauty...” 

The balloon popped with a gunshot crack, sputtering back into the hat. 
Merlin plopped it on his head with a sigh. “Yet as anything else, beauty 
grows tiring. For all my adoring fans, I began to feel a rot inside, as if 
finally turning as old on the inside as I was on the outside, as if there was 
no point to seeking adventures if I had no one to share these adventures 
with. ... And yet, just as I told myself that it might indeed be time to die 
after all, Yuba managed to track me down on a glacier in the middle of the 
Piranha Lakes. The League of Thirteen had reconvened, he said. And a lad 
named Tedros was bringing his princess to meet it.” 

Agatha and Tedros gaped at him, as if still stuck on the honey and 
cheese. 

“Reconvened?” asked Agatha, her brain catching up. “The League of 
Thirteen existed before?” 

“Why did it convene in the first place?” Tedros asked. 

“Here come the questions,” Merlin moaned, yanking his hat down over 
his eyes. “I wish I was a seer. Then I would have an excuse not to answer 
them. No questions until after dinner. Both of you must be ravenous.” 


“Not for old-people food,” Tedros grouched, eyeing the others finishing 
up their carrots, gruel, and prune stew. 

“Well, then I’m afraid you can’t have any of this,” Merlin said and 
began pulling a sumptuous spread out of his hat, with pork ribs, sweet 
potato mash, creamed corn and bacon cubes, pickled cucumbers, and 
coconut-curried rice heaped on silver platters which he lay across a white 
silk picnic blanket which had magically appeared on the cave floor. “After 
all, given that I, an old person, just made it, I believe it would fall squarely 
under the term ‘old-people food.” Come, Agatha.” He drew a plate out of 
his hat for her and lavished it with pork, cucumbers, and corn. 

Mouth salivating, Agatha was about to start shoveling food, when she 
saw Tedros’ face, like a beaten puppy’s. She cocked a grin and held out a 
rib. “Want to try?” 

Tedros beamed and the two of them assaulted the spread in rapturous 
silence, while Merlin rocked pleasantly in his chair and licked a new 
lollipop. 

“What I miss most about being young,” Cinderella crabbed, slurping 
liquefied prunes as she watched them. 

“Fun?” said Peter Pan wistfully. 

“Feasting,” Cinderella grumped. 

“Looks like you’ve done enough feasting for a lifetime,” snorted 
Pinocchio. He saw the whole table staring at him. “Did I say that out loud?” 

The young prince and princess ate and ate until they were stuffed, 
topping it off with a hunk of cappuccino mousse cake, before they collapsed 
against the wall, groaning against each other, letting their puffed bellies 
rest. Afterward Yuba brought them a pot of hot water and a scrub cloth and 
Agatha and Tedros took turns behind the curtain washing themselves, once 
Merlin conjured cottony white pajamas for each of them. As the other 
League members tucked into their mattresses for an early bedtime, Agatha 
looked up at Merlin nervously. 

“We have to convince Sophie her happy ending is with Tedros and me. 
You can help us get into school to see her?” 

“What if she won’t destroy the ring? What if the School Master catches 
us?” Tedros pushed worriedly. “Merlin, he still has my sword. Father’s 
sword! I can’t be crowned king without Excalibur—” 


Merlin huddled into the pair of pajama-clad Evers. “Let’s go someplace 
where we can think.” 

Agatha frowned. “We can’t go into the Woods after dark. Suppose one 
of those old villains finds us—” 

“Who said anything about the Woods?” said Merlin. He flung open the 
lining of his cape, revealing a swathe of dark purple silk embroidered with 
five-pointed stars, like a child’s crude rendition of a night sky. “This, my 
dear, is where wizards go to think.” 

Agatha had no idea what he was talking about, but then she saw Tedros 
smiling. “Come on, silly,” he said, and grabbing her by the hand, he pulled 
her right into the starry sky stitched on Merlin’s cape. Agatha felt herself 
smothered by silk and then falling through darkness, comets of light 
zooming past and blinding her, until she closed her eyes and landed on 
something so soft and fluffy and warm that she knew she wasn’t in the 
Woods anymore. 


“Your mother is the reason the League of Thirteen even exists,” Merlin said 
to Agatha, his bony legs poking out of his purple robes and dangling over 
the edge of a puffy white cloud. 

Agatha still wasn’t paying attention. Seated cross-legged with Tedros on 
the same cloud, both of them in angelic white, she scanned a purple night 
sky lit up by thousands of silvery five-pointed stars, as if the childish 
pattern on Merlin’s cape had come to life in brilliant, wondrous dimension. 
“The Celestium,” Tedros had called it once she’d opened her eyes— 
Merlin’s favorite thought spot, where he’d brought Arthur’s father, then 
Arthur himself, and eventually Arthur’s son. Dazed, Agatha had peered up 
into the dark, starlit infinity, feeling her heartbeat slow to a crawl. Unlike 
the icy chill of the Woods, the air here was toasty and humid, inviting her 
muscles to relax. The fuzzy cloud beneath her stretched out like a cotton 
field, sinking her in all the way to the navel. But most marvelous of all was 
the silence, a big, wide emptiness as endless as the sky around them. 
Suddenly every rustle of her body was a disturbance, every thought in her 
mind a nuisance, until she, like Merlin and Tedros, had found a perfect 
stillness, as if they’d become the silence and the silence had become them. 

Only then had Merlin spoken. 


“Indeed, without Callis the members of the League may never have met 
each other at all,” he continued now. “During the Great War, when the 
School Master brothers battled for supremacy, Good against Evil, only one 
emerged victorious—though no one was sure who, given he wore a mask to 
conceal his identity. Still, he managed to win the allegiance of both sides by 
vowing to rise above Good and Evil and protect the balance as long as he 
was alive.” 

Agatha stifled a yawn and saw Tedros’ lids drooping. Not only were 
they both exhausted, they knew all of this from Professor Sader’s history 
classes. 

“I'm sure this is familiar territory,” Merlin said sharply, “but it’s quite 
crucial for the rest of the story I’m about to tell. After the Great Truce, 
Good would go on a 200-year streak of victories, obliterating Evil 
ruthlessly in every new story, which naturally raised the hackles of Nevers 
around the Woods, who believed the Good brother had won and tilted the 
Storian to reflect his own soul. I was a young Ever myself during this 
period, notorious for my unkempt hair, magical talents, and disregard for 
school assignments in favor of my own research. While the other Evers 
believed Good had become invincible and thus grew shallower and lazier as 
a result, I, on the other hand, became deeply suspicious of our winning 
streak. The Storian, after all, sustains our world through balance. It is the 
first lesson taught at every Welcoming. The sun rises on the Woods only as 
long as the pen preserves that balance, correcting any inequity through each 
new story. Which meant, of course, that for the Storian to make Good win 
in every new tale . . . it must be correcting for something terribly Evil 
indeed.” 

He exhaled, looking out at the purple night. “Perhaps everything that 
followed could have been avoided if the teachers at the School for Good 
had taken my inquiries seriously, but they too were drunk on victory and we 
didn’t have a Dean nearly as sharp as Clarissa Dovey at the helm. At the 
end of third year, I was tracked as a Helper to Arthur’s father and moved to 
Camelot upon graduation, where I became Grand Vizier and eventually 
resident tutor to his son. Still, I made it my mission to keep watch over the 
goings-on at school, in case my suspicions proved correct. For years, I’d 
give guest lectures in History of Heroism or come for tea and crumpets with 
old professors or write Arthur for news once he was old enough to be a 


student himself. But Good’s winning streak continued and there was no sign 
of any resistance from Evil or untoward behavior by the School Master. 
Soon, my worries dulled and instead I began to devote my energy to a spell 
that had become my life’s work—a potion that could briefly turn boys into 
girls and girls into boys in the hopes to foster experimentation, sensitivity, 
and peace. A potion I believe both of you know well.” 

Agatha and Tedros murmured sleepily, thinking of the bright purple 
potion that had caused so much chaos at the School for Boys and Girls. 

“Given the spell was based in gnome biology, Yuba generously offered 
to test each new version of the potion as I developed it,” said Merlin, his 
pupils honing in on Agatha. “It was during one of these visits to him that he 
mentioned the School Master had taken an interest in a new teacher at the 
school named Callis.” 

“What! My mother was a teacher?” Agatha blurted, jolting from her 
daze. 

“Professor Callis of Netherwood,” Merlin affirmed. 

“N-N-Netherwood?” Agatha stammered, shell-shocked. “That means 
she wasn’t from Gavaldon? My mother was from... the Woods?” 

“And quite the popular professor of Uglification,” Merlin replied. 

Agatha gawped at him incredulously. Her mother taught Evil kids how 
to uglify and disguise themselves? The same mother who used to beg her 
daughter to tell her about the school as if trying to imagine it for herself? 
Agatha tried to picture her mother trundling through the Evil castle halls in 
a pointy-shouldered teacher’s gown, leading challenges in Manley’s rancid 
classroom, uglifying and shape-shifting with her repellent students. . . . Her 
stomach hollowed. Either this was all a terrible mistake, or she’d lived with 
a stranger her whole life. 

“When positions open up at school, the Deans are responsible for 
scouring the Woods and finding qualified professors whose tales are long 
over or who’ve accepted that the Storian will never choose them for a tale 
once they sign up for the seclusion of faculty life,” said Merlin. “Imagine 
the School Master’s surprise, then, when the Storian begins to tell the story 
of this new Evil teacher: Callis of Netherwood, heart and soul committed to 
Evil... and yet still dreaming of finding her one true love.” 

“Oh, you've clearly got it wrong,” Agatha said with relief. “That 
couldn't have been my mother. She didn’t care about love in the slightest 
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Her voice trailed away. Agatha was thinking about the way her mother 
fumbled the kettle that morning when Agatha had accused her of never 
having found true love. She suddenly felt that cold feeling again, the one 
she’d had watching Callis pumping water at the sink . . . that feeling that 
told her that her mother hadn’t learned about fairy tales from reading 
storybooks... 

But from living through one herself. 

Slowly Agatha looked up at Merlin. “Keep going,” she rasped. 

“Now as Yuba rightly pointed out at the time, the School Master should 
have thrown Callis out of school immediately,” the wizard resumed. 
“Teachers are here to shepherd students during their education, not 
endanger them. And fairy tales often end in so much violence and 
bloodshed that to have the Storian telling a teacher 5 tale within the school’s 
walls is to invite chaos and death into students’ lives. And yet the School 
Master didn’t throw Professor Callis out. Not only did she stay at the 
School for Evil, but Yuba swears he saw Callis’ shadow in the School 
Master’s window on a number of nights, long after the other teachers had 
gone to sleep. Yuba tried to press her as to why she was in the School 
Master’s tower, but Callis denied she’d ever been there. Meanwhile, the 
teachers were abuzz with theories as to why the School Master would let 
her remain within school gates, especially given Callis was quite pretty—” 

“Pretty? Teachers have low standards, apparently,” Tedros yawned. 

Agatha fired him a glare and he bit his tongue. 

“But in the end, the teachers reached the same conclusion. With Evil 
losing miserably in every new story, the School Master must have believed 
a villain like Callis posed little threat to anyone but herself. After all, the 
faculty, like the students, were convinced the School Master was Good and 
would relish the chance to see an Evil teacher perish within school walls,” 
said Merlin. “And yet, now my own suspicions were reawakened. Why 
would a School Master take interest in an Evil teacher dreaming of her one 
true love? If the School Master was indeed Evil and not Good, could Evil’s 
true love somehow be a weapon against Good? Could Evil’s true love 
finally help Evil win? And if so, did the School Master believe that Callis 
was his?” 


Merlin paused. “On one of my visits, I accosted your mother in the Blue 
Forest but she refused to answer any of my questions about her relationship 
with the School Master, even though I could sense her anxiousness about it. 
I tried to return and press her again, but the School Master had enchanted 
the gates to repel me, no matter what spell I tried. Clearly he did not want 
me speaking to Callis and banished me from the school. Now fully 
convinced the School Master was Evil and using Callis as part of his plot— 
a plot to fight Good’s love with Evil’s—I recruited Yuba to help me gather 
some of the most famous heroes in the Woods, including Peter Pan, 
Cinderella, and others comfortably in retirement, into a League of Twelve, 
prepared to foil the School Master’s attack once it came. . . . Only that 
attack never came. Instead, Callis of Netherwood simply vanished one night 
from the School for Good and Evil without a trace and the Storian 
abandoned her fairy tale, as if it had lost track of her entirely. Soon the pen 
began a trifling new story about a girl named Thumbelina, Good’s winning 
streak continued unabated, and the League of Twelve was disbanded and 
forgotten, as no one but me still questioned the School Master’s 
Goodness. . . .” Merlin stared Agatha down. “Until almost forty years later, 
when the School Master found his Evil Queen after all. Only it wasn’t 
Callis who wore his ring now . . . but the best friend of Callis’ own 
daughter.” 

Agatha’s eyes were as big as saucers, her heart rattling against her rib 
cage. She glanced at Tedros, expecting him to be just as shaken, but he was 
curled up, asleep on the cloud, a trail of drool on his cheek. 

Merlin pulled a wisp of cloud over the prince like a blanket and turned 
back to Agatha. “Why your mother fled to the world of Readers or how she 
got there we do not know. All we know is that just before her death, Callis 
sent a note with her cat, instructing the League of Twelve to protect you and 
help you rescue your best friend from the School Master. How Callis knew 
of the League’s existence remains a mystery to me. I would let you keep the 
note she sent us, but I myself never saw it, for ıt was intercepted by the wolf 
and giant who almost took your lives.” Merlin smiled wryly at Agatha. “But 
as I’m sure you know, Reaper is smart enough to read the contents of a note 
before he carries it.” 

“Reaper?” Agatha breathed. “Reaper was... here?” 


“He managed to locate Yuba in the Woods, who unfortunately didn’t 
speak a word of Cat. Luckily, Yuba had been hiding out with Princess Uma, 
who found the gnome after he’d barely escaped being burnt alıve by Evelyn 
Sader. Once Uma translated Reaper’s message, Yuba urgently reconvened 
the League, with Uma added to the ranks, despite the others’ prejudice 
against youth and superstitions against thirteen as our final number.” 

“Where’s Reaper now?” Agatha pressed. “Can I see him?” 

“He’s away on League business, I’m afraid, which you’ll learn about in 
time,” said Merlin. “But that is where the story ends for now, Agatha, as it’s 
time for you to sleep.” 

Agatha tightened. “But—” 

“Any more questions will have to wait until the morning, my dear... 
except for two that I invite you to ponder in your dreams.” 

Agatha looked up as Merlin leaned in, his dark eyes reflecting the stars. 

“If your mother is the Never the Storian wrote about... . if your mother 
is the Never who made it into a storybook . . . then why is it Sophie 5 
mother who has a villain’s grave in our world?” Merlin leaned closer, his 
face no longer friendly. “And if it’s your mother the School Master wanted, 
then why, after all these years, is it Sophie who’s the School Master’s queen 
... and not you?” 

Agatha locked eyes with him as the cloud caved in beneath her and she 
plunged like an angel sent back to earth. Gasping, flailing, she looked up 
for Merlin, for Tedros, but her eyes were already closing, and soon she was 
lost to the dark, falling, falling, and never hitting ground. 


u 15; 
The Magician’s Plan 


Agatha dreamt of Reaper in the toilet, trapped in the bowl, unable to be 
pulled out. Her only choice was to flush him down and swim into the toilet 
after him, which seemed a perfectly logical choice at the time, so follow 
him she did, into swirling, funneling water, then a dim, snaky passage, and 
finally into open sea. 

The water was ice-cold and a squalid, slimy green, obscuring any sign 
of her cat, until she saw Reaper’s bright yellow eyes floating far below like 
signal flares. Down she swam, into pitch-dark deep, holding her breath, 
until her feet touched the sand. Unable to see anything but his two 
disembodied eyes, blinking and darting in blackness, she focused on her 
finger until it glowed gold, lighting up the sea floor. Reaper was digging 
frantically at a grave with his bald, wrinkly paws, an oval-shaped headstone 
looming over him. 
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Breath running low, Agatha tried to pull Reaper away, since she knew 
Vanessa’s grave was empty, but he dodged her grip and kept clawing and 
digging into sand. She snatched him again, only this time Reaper bit her 
wrist hard and Agatha screamed, losing the rest of her air as droplets of 
blood blurred into the water. Incensed, she grabbed her cat by the neck to 
tug him to the surface, when she glanced down through the hole he’d been 
digging into Sophie’s mother’s grave . . . and saw two green eyes glaring 
back at her. 

Agatha woke, soggy with sweat, to a sea of empty mattresses around 
her. Her whole body ached from the previous day’s journey and her 
forehead pounded so hard she had to squint, pulsing with the remnants of 
her dream and everything Merlin had told her last night. With a groan, she 
slid her feet onto the sandy cave floor and sat up on the edge of the bed. 


The cave was fully lit, the League members eating porridge and stewed 
peaches at the dining table. They were watching Tedros doing shirtless 
push-ups, while old, paunchy Tinkerbell reclined on his back like a 
sunbather at the beach, enjoying the ride up and down. 

“Should’ve seen my muscles when I was his age,” Peter Pan scoffed. 

Tink made a low chinkling sound that sounded like a snort. 

“Never fall for a handsome man. Think they’re entitled to the whole 
world, even once they’re bloated and balding,” pecked Cinderella, picking 
at Peter’s peaches once she’d lapped up her own. She caught Agatha 
watching and smirked back nastily. “Besides, if Pretty Boy chose that as his 
true love, means all the other girls said no. Probably doesn’t measure up, if 
you know what I mean.” 

Tedros heard this and collapsed mid-push-up, sending Tinkerbell flying 
into the wall. 

“Don’t be rude, Ella,” puffed Red Riding Hood. “You’re just jealous 
they’re young and happy.” 

“Happy? Not what Uma says,” Pinocchio chuckled. 

Everyone turned to Uma, Agatha included. Uma froze with a teapot in 
hand and turned straight back to Pinocchio. 

“What? You told me all they ever do is fight and the girl thinks the boy 
should find a princess who’s cute and stupid and kisses his bum,” said the 
long-nosed old man. 

Tedros looked at Agatha, stunned, before his blue eyes narrowed coldly. 
“Sounds pretty great right about now.” He stalked past her and vanished 
behind the curtain to wash up. 

Agatha sagged at the edge of her bed, the cave dead silent around her. 

“I'm never talking again,” sulked Pinocchio. 

“Doesn't matter, does it? Not like the whole Woods and all our lives 
depend on those two working together!” Jack cracked, clasping Briar Rose. 

“Too bad it isn’t their ring that has to be destroyed,” sighed his bride-to- 
be. “Itd be done by tonight.” 

“Ha!” Hansel pipped. 

Agatha threw Uma an irritated look, then felt guilty, for her teacher had 
done nothing but try to help her. Tired, grimy, battling a migraine and now a 
resentful prince too, Agatha crawled out of bed in her pajamas— 


A burlap satchel shoved into her chest, filled with toasted crackers, a 
laundered tunic, and a tin of lemon tea. 

“And here I thought your prince would wake you. He’s been up for 
hours,” said Merlin, flouncing towards the cave entrance, a second satchel 
on his arm. “Come, come, off we go.” 

“Huh?” Agatha croaked. “Go where?” 

“To rescue your best friend, of course. Would you like ham croissants 
for breakfast later or masala pancakes? My hat is asking and he can be 
rather unpleasant if he doesn’t know the menu ahead of time.” 

“But we can’t go back into the Woods yet! We haven’t even discussed 
the plan!” Agatha said, tailing him. “How are we supposed to get into 
school to see Sophie? How are we supposed to make her destroy the ring 

“All that on the way. Need to get to the School for Good and Evil by 
lunchtime and we can’t be wasting time with plans. Take cover, dear.” 
Merlin twirled and flung the second satchel at her head. Agatha ducked and 
Tedros caught it on his shoulder as he elbowed past her, smelling fresh in a 
clean tunic, his hair still wet from a bath. 

“Didn’t wake you on purpose,” Tedros said brusquely, not looking back. 
“Easier for me to rescue Sophie if you stay here.” 

Barefoot in dirty pajamas, Agatha frowned, watching him climb after 
Merlin through the cave hole. “Shouldn’t we at least say goodbye?” she 
called at them, glancing back at the League members, obliviously playing 
cribbage at the dining table. 

Merlin poked his head upside down through the hole. “Oh, it’s certainly 
not the last you’ll be seeing them, my dear. Besides, it’s too early in the 
morning for goodbyes.” 


Outside the cave, the early morning was dark and grim, but there were no 
clouds to be seen. The sun was simply too weak to do anything but cast a 
pearlescent glow, leaving the sky ashy blue and the air bitterly cold. As 
Agatha lagged behind two men, one young, one old, she noticed the Woods 
looked deader than it did the day before, with bird corpses and slow-moving 
worms and bugs sowed throughout the mulchy path. Merlin left a trail of 
sunflower seeds, hoping struggling animals would sneak out to eat, but 


none appeared and soon the wizard had to magic the seeds away in case any 
dead villains came following. 

“Dripping like an icicle now,” said Merlin, studying the sky. “We must 
seal your fairy tale quickly. Sun won’t last more than a few more weeks.” 

“The sun is dying because of us?” said Agatha, surprised. 

“And faster by the day—a sign your story is bringing our world further 
and further out of balance,” said the wizard. “Your fairy tale has been open 
too long, children. The pen must move on to a new story to keep the Woods 
alive... along with all of us in it.” Merlin twirled his beard around his 
finger. “Suppose this is what happens when the Storian tells a tale of 
amateur students instead of the properly trained.” 

“Don’t blame it on me. It’s called The Tale of Sophie and Agatha for a 
reason,” growled Tedros. “Father never agreed with Readers being brought 
to school. Told me to stay away from ’em like the plague.” 

“Maybe you should have listened to your father’s advice,” said Agatha. 
“Besides, it’s not like we asked for our fairy tale to be told.” 

Tedros ignored her and glowered at the sun. “No way is the world dying 
before my coronation. Need to rescue Sophie quickly, get Excalibur back, 
and move on to Camelot. I can’t let my father’s kingdom languish any more 
than it has. Not after everything my mother did to disappoint them. The 
people need a king.” 

“And queen,” Merlin added. 

“A stupid queen who kisses my bum, apparently,” said Tedros. 

“Look, I didn’t mean it that way,” Agatha argued. 

““Stupid” and “bum” have alternate definitions I’m not aware of?” 

Agatha didn’t bother responding. 

“And to think, last night you two were sharing hot chocolate,” the 
wizard murmured. 

The two young Evers didn’t speak another word to each other as Merlin 
led them out of the damp thicket and into Knobble Hill, a bumpy maze of 
brown mounds covered with thousands of mushrooms of every size and 
shape. Agatha wished she hadn’t said what she did to Uma . . . but it was 
true wasn’t it? In storybooks, queens were majestic and elegant and 
inspiring. She couldn’t possibly ever be one— 

But if she stayed with Tedros, she would be one, wouldn’t she? 

The one to take his mother’s place. 





Agatha watched him scaling the hill, looking so gorgeous and well built 
against the sky that she couldn’t breathe. She’d been so focused on rescuing 
Sophie that she hadn’t thought of what would happen after it. A coronation 
...akingdom...a queen? Her? 

Her face went hot and she tried to put it out of her mind. Sophie was the 
priority now. Besides, the way she and Tedros were going, he’d dump her 
long before they ever made it to Sophie. As he crested the mushroom hill, 
she could see his square jaw clenching, his muscled arms flexed, the prince 
still stewing at her, with his ire no doubt compounded by his utter hatred of 
mushrooms. (Her mother had served them once for supper and he’d turned 
green: “Mushrooms are fungus and fungus reminds me of feet and I don’t 
eat feet.”) 

But as her anxiety over Tedros grew, Agatha was suddenly distracted by 
a view of a small Ever kingdom beyond the hills, made entirely of red 
sandstone. She could see the ant-like figures of men and women, building 
up a giant wall of brick around their domain. 

“What are they keeping out?” Agatha asked, confused. “They’re in the 
middle of nowhere.” 

“As soon as the School Master came back to life, the Ever kingdoms 
started fortressing for a second Great War,” Merlin explained, as he led 
them down the slope into the misty valley. “They assume he will marshal 
his Dark Army and attack the Good realms any day now.” 

“So why don’t the Ever kingdoms join forces and attack the School 
Master instead?” Tedros asked. 

“For the last time, my boy, Evil attacks and Good defends. First bloody 
rule of the Woods. A rule you’ve had trouble with since birth,” said Merlin, 
firing him a look. 

Tedros grumbled and dropped behind the wizard. 

“Then what's the School Master waiting for?” Agatha pushed, taking 
the prince’s place beside Merlin. “You said it yourself: he has an army of 
the greatest villains ever written. He could wipe out whole kingdoms of 
Evers. So why is he wasting time killing old heroes and rewriting old 
storybooks—” 

Merlin raised a brow at her. “. . . unless the Old gives him power over 
the New.” 


Before Agatha could press further, the wizard stopped cold. She and 
Tedros both followed his gaze to the mist clearing over a sprawling, half- 
frozen lake, spanned by an elaborate wooden bridge. Only the bridge had 
since been smashed to pieces and the lake’s glaciers and shore completely 
blanketed in splintered shivers and shards. Lying in a heap amidst the 
wreckage were three corpses, flesh eaten to the point they were practically 
skeletons. As Agatha and Tedros inched closer behind Merlin, they saw that 
the little skin left on the bodies was old and haggard, with downy coatings 
of gray and white hair. 

“Those aren’t humans,” Tedros winced, repulsed. “They’re—” 

“Goats?” Agatha kneeled for a closer look. “Who would do all of this 
for... goats?” 

“Very special goats, my dear,” said Merlin, kicking aside scraps of 
wood to reveal a bloodstained storybook. It was open to its last page: a 
painting of a giant horned troll feasting on three goat brothers. “The End” 
was written beneath the scene in bold, black letters. Merlin crouched down 
and touched the words. Fresh ink smeared onto his fingertips. 

He snapped the book shut. “Hurry, children,” he said, walking faster 
now. “Every second we delay, more of our old friends are at risk.” 

As Agatha followed, she looked back at the storybook on the shore and 
its mud-soaked cover... 


The Three Billy Goats Gruff 


Keeping ahead of the young Evers, Merlin guided them through a snow- 
dusted valley between mountains of cliff rock that took nearly two hours to 
cross. The temperature plummeted as hulking gray clouds moved in over 
the melting sun and soon it began to rain. With a glacial wind lashing at 
them and the grass slippery with frozen droplets, Agatha and Tedros clung 
their cloaks to their bodies and battled forward, dropping farther and farther 
behind the wizard, who was moving like a man half his age. Agatha saw 
Tedros’ face chapped hot pink, his nose runny and red. She threw him a few 
darting looks, hoping he’d forgive her for what she’d said back at the cave, 
but Tedros looked away each time. 

Agatha’s heart sank. Ever since Merlin had mentioned Tedros needing a 
queen, she’d felt self-conscious around her prince. . . . Was Tedros having 


the same doubts? 

“Here we are, bang on schedule,” the wizard declared at last, looking 
fresh and bright as his charges caught up. 

Hunched and haggard, Agatha eyed a dead end of rock fifty feet high. 
“Um, that isn’t a s-s-school,” she stammered, teeth chattering. 

But Merlin was already climbing the rock wall, grinning down at 
Tedros. “Never beaten me, have you, dear boy?” 

“You didn’t say ‘Go’!” the prince yelled, bounding after him. 

“Always falling behind, then and now,” Merlin tutted, as he glided up 
the wall, pebbles raining down on Tedros’ head. 

“That's "cause you always cheat—Hey! No magic! You’re not even 
touching the rock!” 

“Something wrong with your eyes, boy. Must be getting old—” 

Agatha watched Tedros straining after Merlin, the prince at once irate 
and puffing with laughter. She suddenly felt like a small girl again in 
Gavaldon, watching boys playing ball with their fathers, pelting each other 
with snow clumps, flicking and nudging each other for no reason at all. 
What would her father have been like? Would he have been mischievous 
and batty like Merlin? Would he have been quiet and gentle like August 
Sader? She’d tried to ask her mother about her father over the years, but 
she’d concede only that he’d died in a mill accident many years before and 
she hardly remembered him. . . . Her stomach knotted, thinking of all the 
lies her mother had told. 

Was that story even true? 

What if her father wasn t dead at all? 

A pebble smacked her in the chest. Agatha craned to see Tedros almost 
catch up to Merlin, who shot the prince with a spell that glued his foot to 
the rock wall, slowing him down. “Age before beauty!” Merlin crowed. 

“Go back to honey-cheese land!” Tedros barked. 

Agatha waited for her prince to look down and check on her as he 
pulled over the ridge to the top, but he never did. 

“Don’t mind me,” she sighed, and climbed up the wall, using her 
fingerglow to painstakingly burn crevices that she gripped with frozen 
fingers, so that by the time she belly flopped over the cliff top, wind- 
whipped and pooped, her irritation had grown tenfold. “What’s next? Potato 
sack races and water balloon fights? While you two are chasing each other 


like frisky baboons, I’m worrying how we’re possibly going to get past an 
Evil School Master and make his queen destroy his ring, when we don’t 
even have a plan to get int—” 

Agatha stopped. 

She slowly rose to her feet and stepped beside Tedros. Together, they 
gazed silently at two black castles in the distance, towering against the 
horizon . . . one castle old and crumbling, one castle shiny and new, both 
ringed with slime-green fog over an eerie green bay. 

Merlin smiled ominously at Agatha. “Now that, my dear, is a school.” 


On a pocky clifftop peppered with rocks and shrubs, Merlin pulled all the 
ingredients for a picnic out of his hat: a quilted purple blanket, a bundle of 
logs that he lit into a fire, and a morning feast of ham and Swiss cheese 
croissants, truffled egg salad, avocado and tomato bruschetta, and chunks of 
walnut fudge. 

“Listen carefully,” Merlin said, as the two Evers shoveled food into 
their mouths. “The School Master now divides his school into Old and 
New, but each is dedicated to the cause of Evil. Professor Dovey and the 
Good teachers have been imprisoned in a secret location. In their absence, 
the School for Good has been turned into the School for New Evil, where 
your fellow youth are being trained in the art of villainy—Evers and Nevers 
both. Which means all your young colleagues obey the School Master now, 
forced to prove their allegiance to Evil or suffer dire consequences at the 
hands of his teachers.” Merlin paused. “Sophie being one of them.” 

Tedros and Agatha choked, mouths full. “Sophie is a teacher?” the 
prince blurted. 

“Her first day of class was yesterday. The students gave her a rather 
chilly welcome, I hear,” said Merlin. 

“How do you know any of this?” asked Agatha. “You said the School 
Master barred you from ever getting through the gates—” 

“Hold on. That’s just the School for New,” Tedros broke in, studying the 
other rotted castle. “What's in the original Evil castle . . . the School for 
Old?” 

Merlin fiddled with his beard. “That I cannot say for sure. Only that the 
word ‘Old’ on its gates is surely no accident. The answer to why the School 
Master is rewriting old fairy tales may very well be within that castle and it 


is an answer we must find. The problem, however, is that there is no way 
inside. The School Master forbids both students and teachers from crossing 
to the School for Old and Halfway Bridge still carries an impassible barrier. 
Even if someone did miraculously manage to cross that Bridge, the Old 
towers are well guarded. Which all leads me to one conclusion . . .” Merlin 
squinted across the bay. “Clearly the School Master is protecting something 
in the School for Old he doesn’t want found.” 

“Well, it doesn’t matter. You said Sophie is teaching in the School for 
New,” said Tedros, licking cheese off his fingers. “All we have to do is 
break in and convince her to destroy the ring.” 

Merlin looked amused. “Ah, the simple-mindedness of youth. There are 
three wrinkles in that plan, dear boy. First, remember that only Sophie can 
destroy the School Master’s ring and no one else, if the School Master is to 
be killed forever. And yet, Sophie took his ring because she believed him 
her true love. Convincing her to destroy that ring will be no easy task.” 

Agatha bit her lip, knowing Merlin was right. Sophie hadn’t just taken 
the School Master’s ring, she was a teacher now—a teacher for Evil—as if 
willingly taking sides against Good. Was it too late to bring her back? 

“The second problem,” said Merlin, “is that the School Master’s ring is 
surely crafted by the darkest magic, born of Evil. Therefore, it can only be 
destroyed by a weapon equally powerful, born of Good—a weapon that no 
Evil can withstand. I know of only one on earth that fulfills such a 
description...” 

“What is it?” said Agatha expectantly. 

But Merlin was looking at Tedros. 

The prince’s eyes bulged. “Excalibur! My sword! The Lady of the Lake 
made it for my father and he gave it to me before he died. The Lady of the 
Lake is Good’s greatest witch . . . that means Excalibur can destroy 
anything—” 

“Including the ring!” Agatha jumped in quickly. “Sophie just has to use 
Tedros’ sword!” 

“Indeed,” nodded Merlin. “So if you can just produce this sword .. .” 

Agatha’s and Tedros’ smiles dissipated at the same time. 

“Oh no,” Agatha breathed. 

“He...hehas it... ,” Tedros sputtered. “The School Master—” 


“And it’s no accident that he does,” said Merlin. “He knew full well to 
take it from you the night he came back to life. As long as he has Excalibur, 
Sophie cannot destroy his ring, even if she wanted to.” The wizard’s gaze 
hardened. “No doubt he’s hidden your sword in an impenetrable fortress ... 
somewhere neither Sophie nor any other student is allowed to go...” 

Agatha and Tedros slumped deeper. “The School for Old,” they 
groaned. 

“And that is only your second problem,” said Merlin, pulling a shaker 
from his hat and seasoning a scoop of eggs. 

“How can there be a third?” Tedros rasped. “It can’t get any worse.” 

“I'm afraid it can,” snarfled Merlin as he chewed. “The School Master 
knows you’re coming.” 

“What?” Agatha said. 

“The Storian writes your story, after all,” replied the wizard, reposing 
against a shrub. “As long as you remain Agatha and you remain Tedros, the 
Storian will tell him precisely when and where you break into his school.” 

“We’re doomed,” said Agatha and stuffed a block of walnut fudge into 
her mouth, waiting for Tedros to chime in with his usual pep talk. Instead, 
her prince shoved an even bigger piece of fudge in his mouth and twiddled 
with his sock. Agatha knew they were really doomed now: Tedros never 
gave up, no matter how dire a situation, and he cared too much about his 
body to eat dessert two days in a row. 

“Goodness, you're both a sight,” chortled Merlin. “As if Pd have 
brought you all this way if I didn’t have something up my sleeve. I am a 
Woods-famous wizard, after all.” 

Tedros dropped his fudge instantly and he and Agatha looked up at 
Merlin with new hope. 

“You see, we have two secret weapons that the School Master hasn’t 
quite anticipated. Two secret weapons that will break you into school, right 
under his nose, without him knowing,” said Merlin, peering down his 
spectacles. “The first explains just how I know so much about what’s 
happening within those castle walls . . .” The wizard huddled in with a 
catlike smile. “Spies.” 

“You have spies inside the school?” asked Agatha, gobsmacked. “But 
who—” 


Tedros waved her off. “Doesn't matter who. Even if you have spies to 
get us in, it still doesn’t fix the problem of the School Master knowing 
we’re coming” 

“Pay attention, boy. I said the Storian will tell him you’re coming only 
as long as you remain Agatha and you remain Tedros,” the wizard said. 
“Which brings me to secret weapon number two.” 

Like a magician performing his final trick, Merlin carefully pulled a 
tear-shaped vial from his hat into the glow of the rising sun. At first they 
were blinded by a purple glare and Agatha and Tedros shielded their eyes 
from the vial. But as they slowly leaned closer, they saw a purple potion 
fluorescing hot against the stopper . . . until a shred of its smoke slid out of 
the vial and Agatha caught a familiar whiff of wood and roses ... 

She rocketed to her knees. “Oh no... N000000 way— 

Merlin grinned mischievously. “It is my recipe after all. Made just 
enough for two.” 

Agatha wheeled to Tedros, who looked utterly lost. 

“What? I don’t get it,” he said, shaking his head. “I mean, that isn’t... 
that can’t be—no, of course not. Right?” He saw Merlin’s face and 
launched to his feet. “Right?” He whirled to his princess, violent red. “He 
couldn’t possibly make you into a... and me into... into a—” 

But now he saw Agatha’s face too. 

Tedros stiffened like a corpse. “Oh my God!” He clutched his heart as if 
he’d been stabbed and crumpled for a second time into his princess’s arms. 

Merlin stared at the fainted prince a long while, before he pursed his 
lips and looked up at Agatha holding him. “Well, my dear. At least you can 
say you’re even now.” 
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ee T edros?” said the honey-edged voice. 

“Tedros,” Sophie repeated sleepily, coddled in silky black blankets like 
a cocoon. 

“What about him?” 

“Who?” Sophie breathed, still deep in a dream. 

“Tedros. You’ve been saying his name again and again.” 

Sophie launched awake. Rafal was sitting in the window, peering out at 
the dull morning, looking younger than ever in a black sleeveless shirt and 
short leather breeches that showed off his pale, sculpted legs. 

“Seems strange you’d whisper the name of the boy you’re supposed to 
kill,” he said. 





Suddenly remembering, Sophie looked down in a panic and saw 
TEDROS carved into the skin beneath her ring. She smushed her hand 
under her thigh and sat up on her elbows. “Oh, um, just thinking . . . no 
matter where I go, he seems to follow me like a rash .. .” 

Rafal pushed onto his feet. “Then you’ll have to erase him once and for 
all, won’t you? Along with his fair princess.” 

Sophie gritted a smile, her wary eyes following him as he sauntered 
towards her storybook on the altar table. The Storian was paused abruptly 
over a painting of Agatha and Tedros, surveying the School for Evil from a 
clifftop. Sophie noticed the two Evers weren’t holding hands anymore and 
that Tedros’ body was leaning away from Agatha’s. Had something 
happened between them? Her heart flipped at the thought— 

She quashed it. Ave you insane? a) Tedros already had a girl: her best 
friend, b) she already had a boy: Tedros’ mortal enemy, and c) Tedros was 
on his way to kill that boy! 

“Before you woke, the Storian drew Tedros and his princess only a few 
miles away and hasn’t moved since,” Rafal mulled, black boots clacking on 
stone as he circled the table. “It’s like there’s a glitch in the story, 
preventing the pen from telling us where they’ve gone.” 

“Maybe they gave up and went back to Gavaldon,” gushed Sophie 
hopefully. “Maybe we’ve won this story after all! Maybe I’ll never have to 
see them, and if I don’t have to see them, then I don’t have to kill them—” 


“Then why is the book still open? Why hasn’t the sun restored?” Rafal 
narrowed his eyes at the storybook, his mouth a tight line. “No, Tedros and 
his love are somewhere close. .. . The Storian just can’t find them yet... .” 
He glanced back, unruffled. “But it doesn’t matter, my love. As long as my 
name is the one written in your heart, their days are numbered.” 

Sophie hacked a cough. “Right . . . course . . . sorry, allergies,” she 
wheezed, shunting her hand further beneath her leg. 

She couldn’t dare let him see Tedros’ name under her ring! He’d know 
what it meant! And if Rafal knew he might not be her true love after all, 
he’d...he’d... 

Kill me. 

Sophie could feel her palm sticking to her thigh with sweat. How is this 
happening? All she’d ever wanted was love, and she’d finally found it in 
the snow-faced boy in front of her. But instead of reciprocating, instead of 
being faithful, now her heart was insisting her true love was Tedros? Tedros 
who’d rejected her twice for her best friend? 

Rafal is my true love! she begged herself. 

Please. Change it to Rafal. 

Rafal. 

Rafal. 

Rafal. 

She peeked down at her hand. 

TEDROS. 

Sophie gulped. Whatever happened from here, she couldn’t be 
anywhere near the prince again, let alone in the same room with him. 

Ever. 

She peered out at the iron-spiked school gates . . . the monstrous 
shadows guarding the School for Old... . the pestilent green bay .. . all 
barriers to Tedros and Agatha finding her. And yet, there was still a spy 
amidst the students, planning to break them in somehow. She needed to 
catch the mole before her friends breached the castle. 

But who is it? Sophie pictured her crowded classroom of Evers and 
Nevers, trying to recall if there were any clues... 

“Sophie?” 

She looked up at Rafal, who was staring at her. “Is there a reason you’re 
hiding your hand?” he asked. 


Sophie gaped like a toad. “Mmm?” 

“You keep adjusting your position so that your hand stays covered.” 

Sophie cleared her throat and straightened against the bedpost. 
“Honestly darling, Iknow you come from the Bluebeard school of love, but 
I haven’t the faintest clue what you’re talking about. While I have your 
attention, though, perhaps now’s a good time to discuss campus business? 
Last year I found the choice of school play deeply underwhelming, to say 
the least. Given my light teaching load, I’m happy to take up the burden 
myself: namely, a grand one-woman show, with performances each night at 
7:30 in the Supper Hall and an additional matinee on Sundays, followed by 
coffee and canapés. La Reine Sophie, we’ll call it, an appropriate name, 
don’t you think, for a sumptuous, 3-hour pageant of—” 

“Let me see your hand,” Rafal said, glowering. 

“W-w-what?” Sophie croaked. 

The young School Master slunk towards the bed. “You heard me.” 

“Excuse me. You might be Master of this school, but you are not Master 
of my limbs,” Sophie puffed lamely, left hand sandwiched under her 
buttocks. 

But Rafal was six feet away, suspicion glowing in his eyes. 

Sophie’s heart throttled against her sternum. “Really, darling, you’re 
being utterly ridiculous—” 

He was two feet away now. 

“Rafal, please!” 

He seized her arm, yanking it out from under her. In a flash, Sophie 
lanced her thumbnail hard into her ring finger, gashing the skin— 

Rafal held up her hand and blood streamed down it, obscuring Tedros’ 
name. His eyes flared. “You’re hurt!” 

“This is precisely why I hid it. Knew you’d overreact like you always 
do,” Sophie pooh-poohed, shoving her bloodied hand in her pocket and 
rushing past him. “Just a lingering blister that keeps reopening . . . a stupid 
little accident in the menagerie. Now about that show, darling. It begins 
with a saucy little number called ‘Thunder Down Tundra,’ so PI need 
glaciers, nubile danseurs, and a male lion, preferably tamed—” 

“Wait. You touched Agatha and Tedros’ kiss?” Rafal stalked towards 
her. “Manley made that scene poisonous, specifically to catch anyone still 


loyal to Good. No Never would get within ten feet of an Evers’ kiss. Why 
would you touch it—” 

“Oh heavens to Betsy, look at the time! Can you fly me down to my 
classroom, dear?” Sophie snatched her teacher’s dress off a hook and 
bustled towards the window, back turned. “You know how Lady Lesso is 
about tardiness. Wouldn’t want her to think you’re more irresponsible than 
she already does.” 


This time Sophie felt very different in Rafal’s arms as he flew her over the 
bay. 

Instead of safe, she felt scared; instead of loved, she felt caged. With her 
right hand glued inside her pocket and the left clinging to him for dear life, 
she ground her teeth and clamped every muscle, as if riding a wild beast 
she’d tried to tame and lost control over. And yet, despite the roller coaster 
in her stomach, she realized Rafal was flying glacially slow, zigzagging off 
path. She glanced back and saw his leery blue gaze locked on her instead of 
the sky, clearly thinking about her behavior in the tower. 

“Eyes on the road, darling,” Sophie chided, faking a smile. 

The air was chillier than usual for a cloudless March day, the dappled 
sun streaking empty blue with copper and gold. She noticed a rawboned 
raven flapping and panting behind her; with the Woods decaying and its 
body weak, it was no doubt hunting in vain for a new home. Loud shouts 
echoed below and Sophie spotted a Woods Training class in the rotting Blue 
Forest, with Evers and Nevers, boys and girls, each spearing a stuffed effigy 
of Agatha, as Aric barked out a succession of swordplay moves. 

Sophie took in this dying forest filled with Agathas, feeling like she’d 
wandered into a surreal dream. 

All this time, she’d been obsessing about Tedros, Tedros, Tedros and 
blocking out the one person that mattered more to her than Tedros ever 
could. Even thinking of Agatha’s name kicked up a storm of opposites— 
love hate friend foe lost found truth lies live die—until words and labels 
slipped away and Sophie felt a hole at the center of herself, as if she was 
incomplete without Agatha and Agatha incomplete without her. 

And suddenly, as she looked at forty stuffings of her bug-eyed, flat- 
browed, pasty-white best friend, Sophie found herself snickering, because 
she knew Agatha would snicker at them too. Sophie would needle Agatha 


about the time she’d tried to add “tweezers” and “suntan” to her vocabulary, 
only to see the poor girl erase an eyebrow and give herself second-degree 
burns, while Agatha would remind Sophie how she’d chased her down 
Graves Hill, one-browed, hair bleached orange, a turtle-egg-yolk mask 
dripping off her face as she walloped her with a broomstick . . . and before 
they knew it, they’d be rolling on the floor together, giggling at how terrible 
and wonderful they were to each other... 

Sophie’s smile shriveled. Just yesterday she’d felt like a witch again in 
Lady Lesso’s office, ready to slay Agatha and her prince for Rafal, ready to 
do whatever it took to keep the young School Master as her true love and 
not be alone. And now today, she had Tedros’ name tattooed on her skin, 
was reminiscing about makeovers wıth Agatha, and couldn’t wait to get out 
of Rafal’s cold arms. 

What's happening to me? 

Her feet skidded into stone and Sophie braced to see a black balcony off 
the old Honor Tower and students stampeding by to get to their next 
sessions on time. Quickly Sophie scrunched her hand deeper into her pocket 
and broke away from Rafal without looking back— 

“Find me at lunch, darling!” 

“Sophie.” 

Sophie slowly turned to Rafal, shadowed by the sun’s glare against the 
railing. 

“You will kill them. Tedros and Agatha.” His voice was a hot, teenage 
snarl. “Or P11 know whose side you’re really on.” 

His eyes flayed her for what seemed like an eternity, before he rocketed 
straight up into the sky and she lost him in ashes of sun. 

Alone in the hallway, Sophie felt her hand sweating through her pocket. 

Rafal was onto her. 

If he saw Tedros” name carved into her . . . she was good as dead. 

If she didn’t kill Agatha and Tedros . . . she was even deader. 

Which meant only one thing, Sophie thought. 

It was her friends’ lives or her own. 

Sifting into the crowd of students, Sophie veered towards the lollipop 
room, determined to catch the spy for Good. If she caught the spy, then the 
spy couldn’t break Agatha and Tedros into school. And if Agatha and 


Tedros couldn’t break into school, then she’d never have to see them again, 
and if she never had to see them again, then she’d never have to kill them — 

Sophie froze still. 

A white mouse was motoring past her shoe tip, a wooden stick in its 
mouth. 

It couldn’t be the traitorous mouse Lady Lesso had warned her about, 
for 1t wasn’t carrying a note or a key or anything useful to a spy. And yet, 
there was still something odd about the rodent, frantically weaving and 
skidding between boots, as if racing against a clock—and something even 
odder about the stick between its teeth, knobby, aged, and tapering to the 
top, as if it wasn’t a stick at all, but some kind of wand . . . a wand Sophie 
was quite sure she’d seen in this very school . . . But where? Wands were 
never used in classes or challenges and most teachers mocked them as 
archaic training wheels or remnants of fusty godmothers. So who at the 
School for Evil could possibly have use for a— 

Sophie yelped. 

Like a runaway bull, she barreled headfirst into the crush of bodies, 
chasing after the mouse. Wherever this little vermin was headed, toting 
Professor Clarissa Dovey’s wand, it was surely leading her right to the spy. 
Did Dovey’s wand have special powers? Is that how the spy planned to help 
Agatha and Tedros in? Was Professor Dovey the spy herself? But how, 
given Dovey was locked up somewhere with the Good teachers? Sophie 
didn’t have time to think— 

Bucking and flinging kids aside, she tracked the mouse down dark 
spiral stairs, almost losing sight of it, before her clacking heels woke a few 
sleeping fairies on the banister, who glowed angry green and lit up the 
mouse as it skittered into the foyer. Hoisting her dress, Sophie sprinted after 
it through the Supper Hall kitchen, where enchanted pots stewed sardines 
and cold cabbage; past the Laundry, where Beezle, the red-skinned dwarf, 
was singlehandedly trying to wash 240 uniforms (“Mama!” he screeched, 
drowning in bubbles); and into the enormous Gallery of Good, refurbished 
black and green, which instead of reflecting all of Good’s great victories, 
now depicted something else... 

Sophie slowed her pace, taking in the museum cases around her. The 
glass boxes, once filled with hero’s triumphant weapons and proof of dead 
villains flaunted new exhibits: Rapunzel’s severed hair, Tom Thumb’s 


clothes, Snow White’s crown, and seven dwarf-sized pairs of shoes .. . all 
splattered with blood. 

These weren’t trophies of obscure Evil victories from hundreds of years 
ago. 

These weren’t Finola the Fairy Eater, Children Noodle Soup, and Rabid 
Bear Rex. 

These were stories every Reader knew, only with the villains winning 
instead of the heroes. 

Sophie rolled her eyes at these clearly faked relics. First the murals in 
the hall and now the Gallery too? Rafal obviously couldn’t accept the real 
endings— 

Then she remembered something he’d said. 

“Endings can change, my queen. And change, they must.” 

Sophie shuddered, thinking of the way he’d grinned out at the School 
for Old . . . the strange roar from inside . . . the dark shadows on the rooftop 


Had Rafal found a way to change the old fairy-tale endings? 

And was that way hidden in the other school? 

Sophie’s stomach dropped like a stone. 

She’d lost the mouse. 

Panicked, she ransacked every corner of the Gallery. No sign of it. She 
groaned, furious with herself. Her one chance to catch the spy and she’d 
botched it like a fool. She took a quick peek at her left hand, still tattooed 
with Tedros’ name. Shoulders slumping, cursing under her breath, she 
tromped out of the museum, late to her own class, spy still unfound, fully 
convinced her true love was going to kill her— 

Something caught her eye down the hall. 

A flit of white scampering towards the castle doors. 

Got you. 

Hurtling after the rodent like a castaway after a boat, Sophie blasted out 
of the Gallery, through the black-marble foyer, into the mirrored entrance 
hall (every mirror now cracked), and out the swan-frosted doors onto the 
Great Lawn, quite sure she was the first pretty girl in history to run towards 
a mouse rather than away from 1t— 

A wall of green smoke blinded her. 


Sophie shielded her eyes, but wind was blowing more green mist 
towards her, off the surface of the steaming, corrosive bay. Determined not 
to lose the mouse again, she hobbled down the hill, her suede stiletto boots 
snagging ın dead, muddy grass as she scanned the ground, hoping the 
mouse had snagged somewhere too. But every time she thought she found 
it, it turned out to be a stray crog bone, which she punted in anger, until she 
skirted the shore of the lethal moat, looking left, then right, at a loss which 
way to go— 

A human shadow skulked towards her out of the fog. 

Sophie stumbled back. 

Aggie? 

Only it wasn’t one shadow. 

It was two. 

Aggie and... Teddy? 

“S-s-stay where you are!” she called out. 

The pair of shadows advanced faster. 

Sophie’s fingertip burned pink with terror. “Stop! Stop right there!” 

But the shadows were coming even faster now and Sophie held out her 
glow like a dagger, ready to stun them both as they broke through the mist 

“Oh.” Sophie dropped her right hand, glow evaporating. “It’s you.” 

“Had to fetch the new students,” Hester puffed, looking winded. 

“School Master sent us to welcome them,” said Dot, panting beside her. 

“Since we're the only ones that seem to like this school,” Anadil 
groused, coming out of the mist, trailed by two black rats, the third one 
flagging, looking wan and half-dead. 

“You might need another rat,” Sophie cracked, relieved her friends were 
acknowledging her again. She pressed her tattooed hand deeper into her 
pocket. “Listen, can we reconvene Book Club after lunch? I really need to 
talk to—wait a second. Did you say new students?” 

Over Hester’s shoulder, Sophie saw two more shadows breaking 
through the fog: a teenage boy and girl she’d never seen before, both 
wearing Evil’s black uniforms and equally black scowls. 

The boy resembled a malevolent penguin, with sickly pale skin, dark 
bulging eyes, sunken cheeks, and a hideous dome of black hair. He had 


scrawny thighs and calves, no muscle tone in his sticklike arms, and walked 
stiffly as if afraid something might fall out of his pants. 

The girl was broad-shouldered and golden tan, with glimmering blue 
eyes, a small button nose, and long black hair that was so harshly black it 
didn’t look her natural hue—as if it’d been dyed in a hurry by someone who 
didn’t understand the careful calculations of proper coloring, most certainly 
a man. Still Sophie found her pretty overall and for a moment felt 
threatened, until she noticed the girl’s thuggish, swaggery walk, like a troll 
in search of something to club. 

The new boy and new girl spotted Sophie and stopped short. Sophie saw 
their legs go shaky, their foreheads sweaty, and their mouths hold back huge 
smiles as if they wanted to hug her, touch her, or at least get an autograph. 

“Uh... they’re big fans of your storybook,” Hester mumbled, glaring at 
the gaping strangers. 

Good grief, that explains everything, Sophie sighed, suspicions melting 
away. She’d forgotten how famous her fairy tale was in the Woods. She 
must have adoring fans like these everywhere. For all she knew, thousands 
of obsessed admirers had tried to get into the school to be close to her and 
these were the first who succeeded. 

“Well, the School Master said nothing of this to me,” Sophie sniffed, at 
once flattered and in no mood to interact with common groupies when there 
was a spy to catch. “Surely he’d have at least mentioned their names—” 

“Pm Essa of Bloodbrook, Coldhearted Ever Killer, Sworn to Protect 
Evil,” the girl interjected, her voice high and thin, layered with the snootiest 
accent Sophie had ever heard. She clutched the boy’s hand. “And this is 
Edgar.” 

“I can introduce myself thank you,” the boy growled at her in a low tone 
and turned to Sophie. “I’m Edgar of Bloodbrook, Coldhearted Ever Killer, 
Also Sworn to Protect Evil.” 

Sophie peered at their joined hands. “Two Coldhearted Ever Killers... 
in love?” 

The boy and girl looked at each other, as if prepared for every question 
but this one. 

“Cousins. They’re cousins,” snapped Hester. “Part of Captain Hook’s 
family tree.” 

Edgar instantly let go of Essa’s hand. “We don’t like to talk about it.” 


“Private people,” Essa clipped. 

“Doesn’t make any sense,” Sophie said. “Since when does the School 
for Evil take new students?” 

“Weren’t old enough to be picked as Nevers the first go-round,” Anadil 
broke in. 

“Must be quite the Ever Killers if the School Master’s willing to bring 
them in now,” chimed Dot, snacking on a crog bone turned to fudge. 

Sophie noticed the cousins studying Rafal’s ring on her finger, seeming 
less like Ever Killers and more like jewel appraisers. She hid her hand. 
“Well, like I said, the School Master didn’t mention anything to me about 
new students, so I really should check with—” 

“Course he didn’t mention it to you,” scoffed Hester, marching past 
Sophie towards the castle. “Bringing in outside assassins . . . doesn’t want 
you to think he’s doubting your ability to kill Agatha and Tedros, does he?” 

“Since he’s your true love,” said Anadil, following Hester. 

“And it’s your job to kill them,” said Dot, following Anadil. 

Sophie bristled nervously and looked at the two strangers. 

“Death to Agatha!” Edgar blurted, raising a fist. 

“Death to Tedros!” squeaked Essa, fist up too. 

They hurried after the witches. 

As the two Ever Killers ran up the hill, Sophie felt her heart curdle with 
dread. From the day he put his ring on her, Rafal had never trusted her 
loyalty to Evil. Now he’d brought in two trained murderers to force her 
hand. Would Rafal make them kill her best friends if she wouldn’t? Would 
Rafal kill her? And how long could she possibly keep Tedros’ name hidden 
from him? 

Watching Edgar and Essa approach the castle, Sophie made a desperate 





wish to keep Agatha and Tedros away from this school . . . to stop them 
from trying to rescue her... . to never see them again and save all of their 
lives... 


But as with most of Sophie’s wishes, this one had gone wrong, for 
without realizing it, she was watching Agatha and Tedros right now, darting 
into the castle. 

She hadn’t kept her friends out. 

She’d let them in. 


<=> 17 LD > 


Missions Impossible 


As soon as the three witches thrust Edgar and Essa into their smelly, burnt 
dorm room, Hester locked the door and scowled at Essa. 

“Tedros, you brain-dead cow! Why’d you grab Agatha’s hand! Almost 
gave yourselves away!” 

Tedros and Agatha were both bent over, slurping breaths. “Sophie! 
She’s... wearing... ring...” Agatha wheezed. “Almost hugged her—” 

“Should have taken your chance. No way we’re getting out of this place 
alive,” Tedros panted, glowering down at his shapely girl’s body. “Did you 
see the way those Everboys in the hall goggled at me?” 





“We saw our best friend again and we're still in one piece. I'd call that 
success,” said Agatha, flopping boy limbs across a bed and knocking over a 
frame on the nightstand. 

“Pd call it suicide,” said Tedros, yanking at his shorts. 


“Calm down, princess. So many kids crammed into this castle that no 
one knows who’s who anymore,” sneered Hester, fixing the picture of her 
mother in front of a gingerbread house. 

“You'll both be safe in our room until tonight,” Anadil added, watching 
two of her rats nuzzle the weak and exhausted third. “Though if ‘Essa’ talks 
any more in that horrible accent, I might slit her throat.” 

“It’s the only way I can keep my voice high!” Tedros fought. 

“Makes you sound like a milkmaid from Maidenvale,” said Dot airily, 
rummaging in the closet. “Daddy likes milkmaids. Kept one in our 
basement.” 

Everyone in the room looked at her. 

“Glad you find this funny,” Tedros spat, still clawing at his shorts. 
“Can’t even think in this stupid body! Whatever spell Merlin used to dye 
my hair is itching like mad, my backside won’t fit in my pants, my feet are 
too small, my legs are freezing, and I keep having to pee—” 

“At least one thing hasn’t changed,” mumbled Agatha. 

Tedros gave her a toxic look. “And who came up with those idiotic 
names! Edgar and Essa, as if we’re born with croquet mallets in our 
mouths, sipping tea in Malabar Hills.” 

“Names were my idea,” Dot blushed, pulling out of the closet, looking 
hurt. “Hester let me pick them, on the condition that I got fat again. Said if I 
was fat like first year and the three of us pretended to love this place, no one 
would suspect us being spies for Good. We had to help you, of course— 
first, Agatha’s our friend; second, Aric almost killed Hester and now he’s 
Dean; and third, we can’t just let the School Master turn the whole school 
Evil. No point being Evil if there’s no Good to fight, is there? What would 
we do all day? Eat popcorn and give ourselves pedicures? Besides, I figured 
if I help you rescue Sophie, maybe I can’t wear these now”—she held up 
her old skimpy blue bodice from the School for Girls—“*but at least Pll do 
something with my life and Daddy won’t call me a failure anymore,” Dot 
said, sniffling. “Spent all our classes trying to think of nice names for you 
and that’s why my ranks are low and I’m going to end up a plant, but Edgar 
sounds like Agatha if you say it with a lisp, and Essa rhymes with Tedros if 
you don’t think too much about it, and I thought you’d be proud of me for 
doing such a good job.” She blew her nose into the bodice. 

Hester, Anadil, and Agatha all glared at Tedros. 


“Put yourself in my shoes, Dot,” he said guiltily, itching his hair. “I’m 
Prince of Camelot, soon to be King if I don’t die first. I came back into the 
Woods with my princess to rescue our best friend and I didn’t sign up to do 
it as the girl, all right?” 

“As ‘the girl’? Is that what I am?” Agatha rocketed up in her string-bean 
body. “The Girl?” 

“Hey now, all I’m saying is that if any of my friends ever saw me like 
this—” 

“Pretty sure they just saw you in the hall,” Agatha snarled, boiling with 
boy hormones. “Think Chaddick even winked at you.” 

Tedros looked like he’d been slapped. 

“There’s the old Agatha,” Hester smirked. 

“Back in the coven at last,” said Anadil. 

“Not as an official member, of course,” Dot snipped. 

Agatha splayed onto the mattress, stirring up soot. “Are boys angry and 
starving all the time? I could eat this pillow.” 

The pillow turned to chocolate. 

“And that is why I’m not an official member,” Agatha said as she bit 
into it, throwing Dot a grin. 

Tedros stared at his princess, now a ravenous, belligerent boy; at three 
Evil witches, still sniggering at his expense; at his long-tressed, soft-jawed, 
smooth-legged reflection in a glass picture frame... 

The prince burst into a sweat. “I can’t do this ... I just can’t...” His 
fingertip started glowing hot gold. “I’m doing the counterspell and 
reversing the potion—” 

Agatha lurched up and grabbed him. “They’ll catch you the second you 
walk out this door! They’ll kill all of us!” 

“We’ve come this far, all right?” begged Hester, coaxing his girl body 
down to the bed. 

“It's the only way, Tedros,” soothed Anadil, gripping his glowing finger. 

“Might even make you a better person,” Dot huffed, before adding 
under her breath: “Less dramatic, at least.” 

Tedros dumped his peachy cheeks into his hands and hunched over the 
bed. “We’re never going to make it! We’re never going to get Sophie out of 
here! PII never get back to Camelot, I'll never get to be king, and I’m going 
to die as a girl!” 





Hester’s demon swelled red on her neck. “You sniveling, cock-brained, 
yellow-bellied imp! The four of us girls have spent our whole lives proving 
we’re more than girls and here you are acting like being a girl is a death 
sentence! Your whole life you’ve relied on your dimpled chin and moony 
eyes and washboard stomach to substitute for a soul. Well, now you’re one 
of us, Essa, and all of our lives are depending on you, so if you don’t stop 
whining and man up, you sorry excuse for a prince, Ill send this demon 
right up your—” 

She saw Agatha shaking her head and stealthily blowing smoke letters 
off her own glowing fingertip: “MOTHER ISSUES.” 

Hester bit her lip. “Tedros. My friend,” she said, trying to sound 
sympathetic with mixed results. “I know this isn’t easy, but you’ve made it 
into this hellish school. That was the hardest part. Now we just need you 
and Agatha to finish the missions Merlin gave you.” 

“You have the whole day to figure out how you’re going to do it. In the 
meantime, Hester, Dot, and me better get back to class or Sophie’s going to 
suspect something,” said Anadil, shooting Hester a look. 

Hester kneeled to Tedros’ level and clasped his small, dainty fingers in 
hers. “We’ll leave you here with Agatha and be back after dinner. That's 
when your missions start. Okay?” 

Tedros didn’t answer. 

Hester held up the tail of her shirt, revealing an ugly pink scar on her 
belly. “I took Aric’s knife to protect your princess. To protect your true 
love, Tedros. Now it’s your turn to prove what you’re made of.” She 
glanced up at Agatha’s gawky, penguinish boy. “Both of you. If we’re going 
to rescue Sophie and save our world, we need you to be a team.” 

Agatha and Tedros didn’t look at each other. 

“One smile, Edgar and Essa,” said Hester. “Please.” 

“Hester asking for a smile? World’s dying after all,” Dot chipped. 

Slowly Edgar and Essa made eye contact. They turned to Hester and 
conjured identical smiles. 

Hester slackened in relief. “Back soon, lovebirds. Use your time 
wisely,” she said, as her two roommates followed her out. “And try not to 
break any school rules if you know what I mean.” 

Agatha and Tedros held their smiles as the door closed and locked from 
the outside. 


Then they looked at each other and frowned. 


Less than an hour earlier, Edgar and Essa were squashed side by side on a 
tree stump in the Woods, watching Merlin sprinkle glitterdust on a grove of 
carnivorous purple thorns, putting the thorns to sleep. 

“When can I turn back?” Tedros demanded in a deep voice, creamy girl 
cheeks glowing pink. 

“Once you return alive,” the wizard said, poking testingly at a limp 
thorn. 

“Which means never,” Agatha murmured, squinting ahead at tall, spiked 
gates that blocked entry to the School for Good and Evil. The lethally sharp 
slats that once shimmered solid gold now glowed acid green, flashing a 
familiar sign: 


TRESPASSERS WILL BE KILLED 


Agatha gulped. They’d had a short nap on the clifftop and a hat-made 
snack of kale omelets and strawberry-vanilla smoothies before Merlin 
dressed them in Evil’s black-and-green uniforms (“Spies, obviously,” as to 
how he acquired them) and brought them to the threshold of the school 
without informing them how a girl and boy—now boy and girl—could get 
through gates vowing to kill them. 

“Only a teacher can open those gates,” Agatha argued. “If we touch 
them, we’ll get blasted to pieces!” 

“Gates are the least of my problems. Suppose the counterspell doesn’t 
work? Suppose I’m stuck a girl forever?” said Tedros. 

“Please don’t use your boy voice in a girl’s body, my child,” said 
Merlin, picking his teeth with a thorn. “It’s a bad habit and reeks of cheap 
burlesque. Now you won’t get very far without being able to convince 
people you’re a girl, so let’s start with your name.” 

“My head itches,” Tedros said, still in baritone. “Why can’t I have my 
normal blond hair?” 

“Because we need you to look like an Evil assassin, not Goldilocks’ 
lovelier sister.” 

“You’re a magician. You’d think you could dye hair without giving me 
lice—” 


The lance of a thorn landed between Tedros’ legs. 

“The finer art of hair care is not a priority when our world is on the 
line,” said Merlin, searing him with a stare. “Now let’s hear that voice 
before I really make you itch.” 

Tedros crossed his arms. “My name is Essa,” he squawked in a shrilly, 
ear-piercing snoot. 

“Goodness, it’s like a schoolmarm from Runyon Hills,” Merlin said, 
then saw Agatha giggling, her high-pitched cackles mismatching her male 
frame. Merlin raised his brows. “Really, you two could make a killing in the 
circus.” 

“My name is Essa,” Tedros repeated angrily, even more strident and 
prim. 

Agatha was laughing so hard she couldn't speak. “You're using too 
much nose! Breathe from your stomach!” 

Tedros whipped back his hair. “What, you're the expert on being a 
girl?” 

Agatha stopped laughing. She stood up, looming over Tedros in her 
boy’s body. “What’s that supposed to mean?” 

“Tt means you have the easy job, since you look and act like a boy most 
days anyway!” Tedros blared. 

“Oh yeah?” Agatha shoved him with surprising force. “You think this is 
easy? My hips are so stiff I can barely walk, my Adam’s apple is the size of 
a small animal, my jaw feels wired shut, and now I’ll have to speak for the 
both of us, since you clearly can’t handle it.” 

“Handle it? I’m the one rescuing Sophie, not you!” 

“You can’t even say your own name!” 

“I'm the prince and you're the princess and rescuing our friend is my 
job. Just ask Merlin!” Tedros yelled, practically a shriek— 

“Yes, now you’ve got it, boy,” Merlin spouted, not looking as he 
trimmed his beard with a thorn. “Sound perfectly female now.” 

Tedros gaped at him. 

Agatha burst into howls. “Hahahahahahahahahaha—” 

Tedros tackled her. 

“Boys can’t hit girls!” Agatha yelled, grabbing Tedros in a headlock. 

“Lucky for you I’m not a boy!” Tedros shouted, flinging dirt into 
Agatha’s face— 


A spell zapped them both, ricocheting them to opposite trees. 

“This is the future King and Queen of Camelot? This is whom we’ve 
entrusted with our future?” Merlin lashed, no longer the friendly old guide. 
“My spies and I have risked everything so that you may rescue your best 
friend and find a happy ending that will save Good, old and new. Countless 
lives are in your childish, untrained hands, least of all yours, only you’re 
too busy argle-bargling and fiddle-faddling like two monkeys fighting over 
a spot to poo. So from now until it’s time to go through those gates, I don’t 
want to hear another word.” 

Agatha and Tedros looked down sullenly, before Tedros’ peeked up. 
“Then can I be a boy again?” 

Merlin gave him a black scowl and Tedros looked back down. 

“Listen, both of you. My spies will arrive in less than five minutes to 
break you into school,” the wizard continued. “With guards on the roofs, 
fairies on the rounds, and who knows what else lurking about, you’ll have 
mere seconds to cross these gates without being caught.” 

“But we still need a teacher to unlock them, Merlin,” said Agatha. 

“Agatha’s right,” said Tedros. “The gates only opened for us first year 
because Dovey gave me permission to be in the Woods.” 

“Trust me, my dears, I am smarter than the both of you,” said Merlin. 
“Now once you safely arrive in the School for Evil, the two of you will split 
up on two missions. One of you will go to the School for Old and find 
Excalibur. The other will remain in the School for New and rescue Sophie. 
As to which one of you will rescue Sophie—” 

“Me!” his charges shouted. 

Merlin sighed. “Uma did warn me this would happen. Nevertheless, the 
one to rescue Sophie should be the one who knows her best.” He cleared his 
throat and pulled what looked like a pack of purple playing cards from his 
star-covered hat. The wizard peered down his spectacles at the first. “What 
is Sophie’s favorite food?” 

“Cucumbers!” Agatha and Tedros yelled. 

Merlin muttered and shuffled to the next card. “What does Sophie use to 
wash her face?” 

“Beetroot!” the Evers overlapped. 

“What color is Sophie’s fingerglow?” 

“Hot pink!” 


“What position does Sophie sleep in?” 

“On her back!” 

“What scent is Sophie’s perfume—” 

“Lavender vanilla patchouli!” 

Merlin tugged at his moustache. “It seems switching sexes has 
improved your brain capacities. Perhaps you should stay this way 
permanently.” He shouted into his hat like a bullhorn: “HARDER, 
PLEASE.” 

The hat ejected a single card that Merlin fumbled and caught. “Dearest 
me,” he said, squinting hard at it. “This seems rather unfair given Agatha 
practically grew up with the girl, but all right. Which of you knew Sophie’s 
mother’s name when you were on Necro Ridge?” 

Agatha’s stubbly cheeks grayed. 

Tedros’ girly face grinned. 

“A twist in the tale, indeed! And so it seems Essa will rescue Sophie 
from the School for New,” the wizard said to Tedros, before turning to 
Agatha, “which means Edgar will go to the School for Old and find 
Excalibur. Now listen to me closely. We’ll have only one chance for you to 
escape the school upon completing your missions. We must meet here at 
midnight, precisely midnight, in this very spot—Tedros with Sophie; 
Agatha with Excalibur—and Ill whisk the three of you to safety. 
Understood?” 

“What about Sophie destroying the ring?” Tedros asked. 

“For the last time, please use your girl voice, Tedros—” 

“What about Sophie destroying the ring?” Tedros squawked. 

Merlin rubbed at his ears. “I’m afraid destroying the ring is too much to 
ask of both you and Sophie for one night, my child. Tonight, your duty is to 
convince Sophie to escape the young School Master and follow you to a 
place where he will not find her. I am well aware gaining Sophie’s trust 
would be far easier in your princely form, but remember: as long as you are 
in the wrong bodies, the Storian ceases to write your whereabouts. Once 
you return to Tedros’ body, however, the Storian will tell the School Master 
exactly where you are and his entire school will murder you on sight. So if 
you plan on staying alive beyond tonight, don’t do anything stupid.” 

Tedros blanched as Merlin turned to Agatha. “As for you, my girl (or 
my boy, since we may as well be accurate) you must find a way to break 


into the School for Old all on your own, as difficult as it might be. Tedros’ 
sword is hidden somewhere in that castle and it is your duty to steal it back. 
Remember, we cannot destroy Sophie’s ring nor kill the School Master 
without that sword—” Merlin’s eyes thinned. “Agatha?” 

She was still glaring sullenly at her girl-faced prince. 

“Agatha, my spies will be here any second and we can’t have you 
pouting over your assignment like a spoiled cat,” said Merlin. 

Agatha noticed Tedros’ gloating grin. She shoved down her 
disappointment, determined not to give him the satisfaction. “Look, I'll find 
the sword, but you still haven’t told us who these spies even ar—” 

But now she and Tedros saw three ravens flapping out of green fog over 
the bay, one thin, one fat, and one albino-white. All three were hopeless 
flyers, with the albino zagging off-track, the fat one snarfing chocolate 
worms, and the thin one screeching a signal to dive before all three birds 
crashed into each other and plummeted like failed parachutes into a bush 
behind the gates. 

“I can’t find the uniforms!” Anadil’s voice croaked from inside the 
bush. “T left them right here—” 

“Dot’s sitting on ’em,” Hester’s voice grouched. 

“Was wondering why the ground’s so soft,” Dot’s voice wisped. 

“Unmogrify on three,” said Hester. “One .. . two—” 

“With you watching?” Dot gasped. 

“As if we want to see you naked, you idiot!” Hester yelled. “Three!” 

A burst of red, green, and blue light exploded from the bush as it rocked 
side to side, with flashes of skin through leaves. 

“I think this officially makes us a coven,” Hester’s voice grumped. 

“Has someone got my underpants?” Dot clucked. 

“Let no one question my allegiance to Evil because there is nothing 
more Evil than what I’m seeing right now,” snarled Anadil. 

All at once, the three witches stood up in the bush, covered in pine 
needles and fully dressed in Evil’s uniforms. Through the spiked gates, they 
saw Edgar and Essa blinking at them. 

“T take that back,” said Anadil. 

“You're the spies?” Tedros blurted in his deep voice (Merlin frowned). 
“But I thought you were Evil!” 


“And I thought you were a boy. Things aren’t so black and white are 
they?” Hester huffed. “Merlin, fairy patrol will be here in two minutes. We 
need to break them in now.” 

“Where’s the wand then?” said the wizard, grimacing at Hester through 
the gate. 

Hester stared at Anadil and the two black rats peeking out of her 
pockets. “The wand isn’t here, yet?” 

Anadil went a shade whiter (if that was possible). So did the rats. “H-h- 
he was s-s-supposed to arrive before us—” 

“One minute until fairy patrol,’ Dot warned, listening to jangling chinks 
in the distance. 

“And now we have an even worse problem,” said Agatha, big boy eyes 
narrowed across the bay. 

Everyone spun and glimpsed Sophie’s small shadow through the mist, 
tottering down the Great Lawn, head bent to the ground, as if searching for 
something in the grass. 

“She’ll see us if the mist clears,’ Tedros fretted, voice somewhere 
between Essa’s and his own. 

“Thirty seconds until fairies,” Dot said, the ugly jangling growing 
louder. 

“Anadil, we need that wand,” Merlin pressed. 

For the first time, Agatha saw a crack in the wizard’s poise. Hester, too, 
normally unsinkable, was blotched red, haranguing Anadil. 

“You told Merlin it could find anything . . . that it’d find Dovey 
wherever she’s imprisoned and get her my message . . . you promised it’d 
bring back her wand in time!” 

“It’s a talent, not a guarantee,” Anadil said weakly, her two black rats 
looking just as uptight. 

“Fifteen seconds!” said Dot. 

But now there were green fairy flashes from the east, flitting along the 
bank... . while green mist receded along the south shore, about to reveal 
three Evil witches and a famous Good wizard, breaking in two strangers at 
the gates... 

“Five seconds!” Dot cried— 

“There!” Anadil hissed, pointing behind her. 


Everyone whirled to see a white mouse hurtling out of fog, Professor 
Dovey’s wand in its mouth. Only as the mouse scuttled towards them, 
wheezing and sweating, Agatha saw its body engorging, its white fur 
blackening, its front teeth sharpening, its black eyes reddening, until the 
white mouse was no longer a mouse at all, but a rabid black rat charging 
straight for its master. With a last flail of effort, it flying-leapt towards 
Anadil, flinging the wand through the air in seeming slow motion. The 
albino witch caught it and whirled to the school gates, stabbing the wand tip 
at the glowing spikes... 

The gates parted magically, opening a thin gap. 

“Thanks, fairy godmother,” Anadil sighed in relief. “Wherever you are.” 

She tossed Dovey’s wand to Merlin and the wizard jammed Agatha and 
Tedros through before the bars slammed tight behind the intruders. 
Together, Agatha and Tedros swiveled to see Merlin on the other side of the 
deadly gates. 

“Midnight,” said the wizard. “Do not fail.” 

Then he pulled off his hat and jumped through its brim like a genie into 
a lamp, before the hat vanished too with a thundering crack. 


For Agatha and Tedros, being trapped in a witches’ dorm room was a lot 
like being trapped in a house on Graves Hill. 

The first few hours they simply didn’t speak. Each claimed a bed— 
Agatha took Hester’s, Tedros’ took Dot’s—with Anadil’s between them like 
a castle moat. Neither even acknowledged the other, partly because they 
were embarrassed by their new bodies, but more because both had a lot of 
thinking to do. Hugging a moldy pillow, Agatha mulled every possible path 
into the School for Old—Halfway Bridge, sewers between castles, tree 
tunnels in the Clearing, or a long slog around the bay—while Tedros, 
charred pillow over his face, racked his brain for ways to get Sophie alone. 

Soon Agatha heard neighbors returning after sessions, then complaining 
about dinner (stewed sardines and cabbage, she gathered, leaving her extra 
thankful for Merlin’s magic hat), and before she knew it, the wintry light 
had dimmed through the window, melting into nighttime. Agatha lit 
Hester’s claw-shaped candle on the nightstand and pored over some of the 
witch’s books (Advanced Spells for Suffering, Why Villains Fail, Frequent 
Witch Mistakes) hoping she’d find something useful. Tedros, meanwhile, 


was scribbling at Dot’s desk in the dark, balling up pages every ten seconds, 
breaking quills in frustration, and cursing loudly in his boy voice. 

Agatha ignored him and focused on her task. Her best bet was Halfway 
Bridge, she thought. It’s how she’d broken into both the School for Evil and 
the School for Boys. Surely she could find her way into the School for Old 
the same wa— 

Tedros broke another quill. 

“Oh for God’s sake. What are you writing?” 

Tedros slouched, like a maiden failing to spin straw into gold. “Figured 
I should write down all the things I want to say to Sophie, but there’s so 
much I don’t know where to start.” 

“Youll think of something,” Agatha grumbled, nose still in her book. 

“If you haven’t noticed, I’m crap under pressure.” 

Agatha glanced up at him, her prince’s earnest, puppy-dog eyes blinking 
through his girl’s face. Strangely, he’d never looked more adorable. 

“What happened to ‘PI know what to do when the times comes?”” she 
asked. 

“I know what to do when I’m with you. Never really thought I’d be 
rescuing her on my own. No matter how much I acted like it.” 

Agatha blushed and went back to her book. “You’ve never been at a loss 
for words when it comes to Sophie. You flirted with her when she was a girl 
... when she was a boy... I’m sure you’ll be charming her in no time.” 

“I was me both of those times. This is different.” Tedros stretched his 
arms and climbed onto Anadil’s middle bed. “Besides, I already have a 
princess. Even though she picks fights with me for no reason.” 

“And I have a prince who doesn’t listen to me and always thinks he’s 
right,” Agatha snapped. 

“Because you act like you don’t need me half the time.” 

“Because you act like I’m supposed to do what you say!” 

“Because you’re always trying to be the prince!” 

“Well, I don’t have the faintest clue how to be a princess!” Agatha 
barked— 

“OBVIOUSLY!” Tedros roared. “WHY DO YOU THINK I LIKE YOU 
SO MUCH!” He rolled onto his other side. 

Agatha watched him in silence, all the stress she’d been festering slowly 
seeping away. 


Tedros didn’t flinch as she climbed onto the bed next to him, keeping a 
space between their bodies. Together, they lay side by side in the dark, 
staring at the burnt ceiling. 

Girl and boy. 

Boy and girl. 

“Hester’s right. All I’ve ever had going for me is a crown, a fortune, and 
a face,” Tedros said quietly. “Dovey used to say we’d need more than looks 
and charm to find our happy ending. Chaddick and the boys made fun of the 
old bat, and I’d join in. But when I saw Sophie on the shore and I was no 
longer a prince, I knew she was right. I felt naked, powerless . . . like I was 
hollow inside. You all think I’m scared of being a girl? It’s not being a girl 
I’m scared of. It’s that Pll only be loved for what's on the outside, rather 
than the real me. That’s been my biggest fear my whole life. That all 
anyone sees is a tall, blond prince, straight out of a storybook, and fills in 
the rest without seeing what’s actually there. But now, for the first time, that 
outside is gone and I’m in a weird body that isn’t mine... and all I have is 
the Tedros inside me. The Tedros that I don’t know is good enough for 
anybody to love.” 

He blinked faster. “That's what happened to my father, isn’t it? He made 
my mother see the king as long as he could, until she saw underneath the 
power and good looks and saw what was really inside of him... Arthur... 
just Arthur, who wasn’t even worth a goodbye to her. What if I’m the same 
as my father, Agatha? What if you see what I am when you take away the 
prince and it isn’t good enough? Maybe that’s why you’ve been fighting 
with me so much the closer we get to Camelot. Because underneath the 
prince, you see ’m...I’m... nothing.” He smeared at his eyes. “I’ve 
always been the Prince. Without that Prince, I don’t know how to do this. I 
don’t know how to get Sophie alone. I don’t know what to say to her, I 
don’t know how to convince her to trust me, I don’t know how to get her 
out of this castle without the School Master killing all of us.” 

Agatha looked into his tear-streaked face. “And I don’t know how to get 
your sword,” she said. 

Tedros couldn’t help but laugh through his sniffles. 

Agatha cozied her head under his soft arm, her big, boyish palm 
wrapping his delicate hand. 


“When I look at you, I don’t see a prince,” Agatha breathed. “Even 
when you’re at your most handsome and macho and charming, I can t see a 
prince. Because if I see a prince, then III have to see the king, and if I see 
the king, then Pll have to see myself as a queen . . . a queen of the most 
famous kingdom ever known . . .” She could feel the panic rising and held it 
down. “That’s why I struggle so much. That’s why I said what I did to 
Princess Uma. Because to be with you, I have to pretend you’re not a 
prince. I have to pretend it’Il always be you and me like we were those first 
few days in Gavaldon, an ordinary girl with an ordinary boy, and no 
kingdom waiting for you. And I can only do that by looking closer, beyond 
what’s in front of me, to the heart and soul that made me fall in love with 
you. A soul that’s sensitive, honest, and deep feeling. A heart whose love is 
like a big golden sun that makes you feel so warm when you have it and so 
cold when it’s gone and all anyone wants to do is find their way back to it.” 
A tear slipped down Agatha’s cheek. “It doesn’t matter if you're a boy or a 
girl. It doesn’t matter who your father is or where you come from or what 
you look like. Here you are worried that I’ll leave when I see your real self 
. . . when that’s the part of you that lets me stay.” 

Tedros propped up on his elbows and gazed at Agatha, his blue eyes 
wide and wet. Even though their bodies hadn’t changed, Agatha didn’t feel 
like a boy anymore and Tedros no longer felt like a girl. As he slowly 
leaned towards her, she smelled his minty breath and closed her eyes... 

“This is where you tell me how to get your sword,” Agatha whispered. 

“No idea,” Tedros whispered back. 

She tasted his lips against hers— 

“Well, well,” a sharp voice stung. 

Agatha twirled in Tedros’ arms to see three shadows in the doorway, 
Hester’s eyes gleaming through darkness. 

“So much for using your time wisely.” 


c 18 = 


Tedros in the Sky with Chocolate 


It wasn’t until after she and Tedros split up that Agatha wondered if she 
would ever see him again. 

“Showtime, kids,” said Hester, storming into the room and snatching 
Agatha off the bed. “Ani, Dot, you take Essa. Edgar’s with me. We have 
two hours until midnight.” 

“Why do we get the twit?” Anadil moaned. 

“Because you’re the henchmen!” Hester snapped, sweeping Agatha out 
ofthe room. Agatha looked back frantically just in time to see her prince- 
turned-princess lunge off the bed and catch her at the door. 





“See you soon,” he breathed. 

“See you soon,” Agatha said. 

The door closed between them and Tedros was gone. 

Hester yanked Agatha’s boy body down a dim hall. “Anadil and I tried 
for weeks to find a path into the School for Old with zero luck, so you 
better have a damn good plan.” 

“Barely said goodbye,” Agatha mourned, looking back at the receding 
door. 

“Didn’t look like you two were saying much of anything,” Hester 
snarked, pulling her past a few Evers and Nevers hightailing into rooms as 
if their lives depended on it. Kiko froze in her tracks, gawking at them. 

“What are you looking at?” Hester growled. 

Kiko shut her door, her voice echoing from inside: “Mona, Hester has a 
boyfriend!” 

Hester dragged Agatha ahead. “Halfway Bridge is suicide, obviously; 
we’ll be sitting ducks and no way can you get past the invisible barrier a 
third time. Sewers are still blocked off from last year, so that’s a no-go. Best 
bet is to risk the fairy patrol around the bay—” 

“Hold on. We?” Agatha asked excitedly. “Merlin said I’d be on my own 


99 





“Because Merlin thinks you’re the only one who can get into the School 
for Old alive,” said Hester. ““What he doesn’t understand is that a coven is a 
coven and we protect each other to the death. Besides, no chance I’m letting 
you see inside that school without me.” She saw Agatha’s expression, 
grateful and moved, and Hester glowered impatiently. “Well? Which way? 
Anything but the—” 

“Bridge,” Agatha smiled. 

“I knew you'd say that,” Hester sighed, towing her into a dark 
breezeway. “And don’t tell Dot I said you’re in the coven. She’ll turn us 
both to mocha pudding.” 

Agatha followed her out the glass passage into a shadowy Honor 
dormitory, noticing more students ducking into rooms as if outrunning a 
monster. “How did you get to be Merlin’s spies anyway?” 

“We used Anadil’s rat to ferry a message into the Woods, looking for 
help to fight the School Master. Turns out your cat Reaper was in the 
Woods at the same time, delivering your mother’s message. Well, cat found 


rat and chased it halfway to Maidenvale, intent on eating it, before Yuba 
discovered both of them. Ever since then, Reaper—so cute, by the way— 
brings Merlin’s messages to us while Ani’s rat brings our messages back to 
Merlin.” 

Agatha slowed down. “League business,” she thought, remembering 
why Merlin said she couldn’t see Reaper. Meanwhile, her bald, mashed-up 
cat who she thought had no other use than scaring away strangers and 
decapitating birds had been communicating with her three witch friends all 
this time. She suddenly missed that vile old coot even more and wondered 
if Reaper knew her mother was dead. Agatha’s heart sank. She didn’t have 
the strength to tell him. 

Hester was far down the hall now and Agatha could barely see her, with 
the sky ink-black out the porthole windows and a brisk crosswind blowing 
through. As her eyes adjusted, she had to put her hands out to find a 
stuccoed wall and resisted calling out Hester’s name — 

Only then did she notice the mural splashed beneath her fingers.... 

Seven brightly dressed dwarves facedown in blood. 

Slowly Agatha backed up, taking in more scenes: Tom Thumb devoured 
by a giant... Rapunzel and her prince thrown from a tower by a witch... 

Good endings she’d seen tacked to a wall in Yuba’s cave. Good endings 
already rewritten for Evil. 

Agatha remembered what Merlin had warned her in the Woods. The 
School Master was behind all of this. Each fairy tale revised a piece of a 
bigger plan. 

But what plan? 

Why was he killing old heroes? Why did he need the old stories at all? 

“Unless the Old gives him power over the New, ” Merlin’s voice echoed. 

Stomach squeezing, Agatha crept further along the muraled walls: 
Captain Hook plunging his hook into Peter Pan’s heart . . . a wolf biting into 
Red Riding Hood’s neck... . a pockmarked old witch jamming Hansel and 
Gretel into an oven... 

“Hurry up!” Hester hissed ahead. 

Agatha bustled to catch up, terrified for the old League members she’d 
left behind, safe in a cave for the time being. Whatever the School Master’s 
plan, they had to destroy his ring before any more of these scenes came 
true. 


As the tower clock tolled ten o’clock, Agatha noticed the dormitories 
dead quiet now. “Where’d everyone go?” 

“Aric declared mandatory study time, since tracking week is next 
week,” said Hester, tugging her up the rear staircase. “No club meetings, no 
common rooms, all bodies in assigned rooms. Anyone who saw us thinks 
we were trying to make curfew. Weird hearing your voice come out of that 
body, by the way. You look like a creepy page boy.” 

“What if teachers see me? Or fairies?” Agatha pushed. 

“Doing room checks, starting with first floor. Relax, no one will stop 
you if you’re with me. Teachers all love me, except—” 

Hester froze, staring upwards. Agatha squinted through the dark gap in 
the staircase to see a tall, spike-haired shadow glaring down from the fifth 
floor. Glittering purple eyes flashed like warning flares. 

“Hester, my sweet. Shouldn’t you be in your room?” said Aric, slinking 
down the stairs. 

“Edgar forgot his book bag in the library,” said Hester, foisting Agatha 
past Aric. “You know how disorganized boys are—” 

Aric barred them with his big arm. “You may be teacher’s pet, but that 
doesn’t mean you can break the rules, Hester. Even / can’t break the rules, 
or I’d have cut my mother into pieces by now and served her as a midnight 
treat.” His tongue traced his teeth, his eyes on Hester. “Strange, though. My 
mother insists you’re one of Evil’s Great Hopes, sure to become an 
illustrious witch. And yet, I can’t imagine Evil’s Great Hope cavorting 
about with a dodgy boy after curfew.” His pupils flicked to Agatha. 
“Stranger indeed, given I’ve personally punished almost every boy in 
school but don’t recognize this one in the slightest.” He fingered the coiled 
whip on his belt hook, prowling towards the twiggy stranger. “The 
muscleless legs . . . flaccid wrists ... weak jaw . . . almost feminine, don’t 
you think?” 

“Edgar keeps to himself,” Hester replied calmly. “With all the Evers and 
Nevers mixed together and your being new here, no wonder you don’t 
recognize—” 

“Oh Pd remember a boy this . . . soft,” Aric purred, backing Agatha 
against the banister. “You see, Edgar, I don’t like boys who don’t act like 
boys. I spent years trapped in a cave, abandoned by my own mother, and yet 
I taught myself not to shed a tear. Boys don’t cry or snivel or bend over like 





passive little princesses. Boys fight. Boys dominate. It’s what I told Tristan 
in the Trial, when he begged for his life like a dog. No matter how many 
times I’d taken that tart to the dungeon, teaching him what it meant to be a 
boy ... still he didn’t learn his lesson. And then to find him high up in that 
tree, unashamedly a girl!” Aric’s cheeks raged red. “Never again. Every 
boy in this school belongs to me now. Especially ones like my new friend 
Edgar, who don’t seem much like boys at all.” He leaned in, his lips almost 
touching Agatha’s, as he grinned into her eyes. “Best move along, Hester 
dear. I need some alone time with our young Edgar tonight. And when I 
send him back in the morning, he’ll be a real boy.” 

Agatha couldn’t breathe. 

Hester didn’t move. 

“Go, ” Aric hissed at Hester, viper-quick. “Because this time, when I slit 
you open, you won’t have a Trial flag to save you.” 

Hester swallowed and gave Edgar a helpless stare. 

Legs shaking, Agatha watched her friend quail up the stairs and vanish. 
Agatha hastily focused on her fear, feeling her own fingertip start to burn 
gold. She had only one hope to escape— 

Aric’s whip lashed around her wrist. Agatha’s glow extinguished in 
surprise. 

“Magic? How feeble.” He yanked her down the stairs by the whip like a 
leash. “Can’t even fight like a boy.” 

Agatha’s fear scorched to adrenaline. “How’s this, then?” 

Aric turned— 

She punched him in the face. 

Aric reeled backwards into the wall, nose gushing blood, before he 
recovered and charged her like a bear. Agatha dove under him, but he 
grappled her by the belly, ramming her headfirst into the banister. Bleary 
with pain, Agatha made out a hard stone floor four flights down— 

Aric hoisted her over the deadly drop and smiled brutally, teeth 
speckled with blood. “Say hello to Tristan for me.” He loosened his grip— 

A red, horned demon smashed into his groin and Aric cried out in 
shock, throwing Agatha’s boy body to the stairs. Shrieking like a banshee, 
the shoe-sized demon spread-eagled on Aric’s face like a mask, blinding 
him as he writhed against the wall. 

Agatha gaped at Hester, slithering down the staircase. 


“Best move along, Edgar dear,” Hester cooed, lurking towards Aric. 
“The Dean and I have some old business to settle.” 

“No! I can’t leave you alone!” Agatha hissed in her ear. “Not like last 
time!” 

“This isn’t like last time at all.” Hester swished her red-lit finger and her 
demon squeezed Aric by the throat, choking him until he gurgled. 

“But he’s dangerous!” Agatha sputtered. “What if—” 

“You're forgetting something very important about me, my dear,” said 
Hester. She turned to Agatha, eyeballs clouding with blood. “I’m a villain.” 

Agatha didn’t ask any more questions. She sprinted up the last two 
flights, hearing Aric’s muffled wails as she pushed through the frosted door 
and slammed it shut behind her. 

Fingerglow lighting her path, Agatha dashed along the dark, chilly 
rooftop between the scenes of Merlin’s Menagerie, guzzling in air— 
Hester 5 fine, Hester s fine, Hester's fine— 

What wasn’t fine was the fact that she was all alone in her mission now, 
just as Merlin predicted, and the fact that teachers were surely on the way, 
given the noise they’d made in the stairwell. She didn’t risk the time to 
study the hedges or see how they’d changed. She had to find the scene with 
water . . . that was the secret portal from the roof to the Bridge... 

Just find water. 

Three minutes later, Agatha was still running in circles, hyper breaths 
fogging, spying nothing but landlocked hedges as she swerved deeper and 
deeper into the maze... 

Agatha stalled, fingerglow pinned ahead. 

Dead center in the garden was a leafy sculpture of herself as a girl, 
floating magically above a rippling pond in Tedros’ arms. Beneath them 
Sophie raged on the pond’s shore, fists gnarled, mouth wide open in a 
scream. 

Agatha shivered, reliving the moment by the lake on the night of the 
Evers Snow Ball. That single moment when three friends had been torn 
apart. 

Now it was up to her and her prince to bring them back together. 

From the shore, Agatha lifted her gaze to the black towers of the School 
for New, menacing outlines in the night. What happened to Tedros? she 


thought. What if he never makes it to Sophie? What if I never see him 
again? 

Shouts rang out from the stairwell inside. “Check the roof!” Lady Lesso 
cried. “Find who did this to my son!” 

Agatha gasped. No time to worry, only to act. 

On an inhale, she closed her eyes and leapt into water. 


Meanwhile, in the School Master’s tower, Sophie was still thinking about 
Edgar and Essa. 

After the discomfiting morning—barely hiding Tedros’ name from 
Rafal, botching her chance to find the spy, meeting those two strange fans 
on the shore—the rest of the day had taken a decided upturn. By the time 
she’d gotten to her class, Pollux had already begun the challenge, a repeat 
of yesterday’s test to get inside the enemy’s head, except with the students 
in phantom Agatha masks. (Hester won easily this time, despite arriving 
late herself.) After class, Sophie managed to catch up with the three witches 
in the hall, who seemed aloof as to the whereabouts of Edgar and Essa. 
(“Different schedules than us,” Hester snipped.) With her friends rushing 
off to History, Sophie barely had time to ask them for a spell that might 
cover an “imperfection” of the skin. 

Dot grabbed her cheeks. “You’re not turning warty and psychotic again 
are you!” 

“No, no, just an oddly placed pimple . . . you know, unbecoming of a 
queen... ,” Sophie warbled. 

“Well, if I you’re ‘queen’ of anything, it’s curing pimples,” said Hester. 
“Come on, girls. Can’t be late to the School Master’s class.” 

Anadil followed, but Sophie overheard her whispering. “Don’t know 
why we bother going. All he talks about is Sophie this and Sophie that and 
how she inspires Evil’s future. Whatever that means.” 

“Means we got a love-sloshed teenager as School Master,” Dot chirped, 
toddling after them. 

Sophie lingered behind, stunned. Rafal was gushing moonily to the 
whole school about her and here she was, still terrified of him? All he’d 
asked of her was loyalty and love—the same things he’d given her. And so 
far she’d failed on both counts. She bit her lip guiltily, hand fidgeting in her 
pocket. 


TEDROS had to be dealt with now. 

The old Library of Virtue, once a gold, impeccable coliseum, was a 
musty, weed-grown mess, with books strewn out of order (not surprising 
considering Evelyn Sader had killed the old tortoise librarian, who’d yet to 
be replaced). Even so, Sophie managed to excavate an old copy of The 
Recipe Book for Good Looks, and spent the rest of the morning brewing a 
“Flesh-Over” potion of beets, wildflower, and dwarf sweat (Beezle was 
filched of the last, before yipping “Grand Witch Ultimate!” and bolting 
away). According to the book, the spell would only last until the covered 
area grew wet—and yet, the moment Sophie slathered the potion on her 
finger and watched Tedros’ name flesh over with fresh skin, she felt good as 
new, as if she’d earned a fresh start with Rafal too. 

The young School Master also seemed to have turned the page, for he 
no longer acted angry when they met for lunch on the faculty balcony. 
Instead, while Sophie pecked at a fresh salmon salad he’d brought in a 
basket, Rafal nervously picked at the laces of his black shirt. 

“Sophie, I was thinking . . . ’ve been asking your loyalty without truly 
earning it first. Maybe we haven’t spent enough time getting to know each 
other like um, normal young people . . .” He glanced at the other teachers 
on the balcony and the students on the ground, all sneaking peeks at him 
and Sophie together. “So, uh, perhaps you and I could do that . . . I mean, 
spend time without other people around—like away from school, you know, 
likea...a...” 

Sophie raised her brows. “Date?” 

“Right. Yes. Exactly.” Rafal tugged at his sticky shirt. “I could take you 
on a tour over the Woods, maybe? You know, after everyone goes to sleep? 
Lady Lesso won’t get on our case about going too fast and we can stay out 
as late as we want because—well, obviously. Wait until you see the 
Netherwood from really high up. With the trees all dead, it looks brilliant, 
like a devil-made scarecrow, and the stars over the Murmuring Mountains 
connect into a giant skull,” he rambled, like a nerdy Neverboy. “Could even 
do it tonight, after supper . . . you know, get some time together without 
everyone watching us .. .” 

Sophie looked into his milky face, which seemed to be getting younger 
and younger. For a moment, he sounded so open to love. 

“Td like that very much,” she breathed. 


Rafal smiled, relieved. The young Master and Queen spent the rest of 
lunch in bashful silence, like two normal teenagers who’d just arranged 
their first date. 

That evening, after dinner, as Rafal flew her back to his tower, Sophie 
nestled into his arms, no longer doubting who her true love was. Tedros’ 
name was fleshed-over and forgotten, the Storian had written nothing 
further of him or Agatha, and for the first time, even Rafal wondered 
whether the two Evers had left the Woods entirely. 

“Perhaps they came to their senses,” he said as they landed in the 
chamber. He gave the Storian a cursory glance, still paused over a blank 
page. “Let me change and then we can go on our... our, you know...” 
His larynx bobbed. “Ill go change.” 

Sophie looked out the window. After all this, she’d never see her best 
friends again, she thought, battling a wave of sadness. . . . She shook it off, 
remembering this is what she’d wished for: Agatha safe with her true love, 
and she safe with hers. Bucking up, she looked back at the handsome, 
loving boy in the corner, doffing his sweaty shirt. The boy about to take her 
on her first real date. 

“Well, with no Agatha and no Tedros, we’ll finally have time to focus 
on us, won’t we?” she said. “And what better way to start than a proper date 
night?” She fixed her hair, gussying up for their evening. “Goodbye 
troubles! Goodbye ordinary life! I can picture it now: going to school 
together every morning, gossiping about our students, quiet dinners in the 
tower, planning the places we want to go and things we want to see, like a 
princess and prince, in the throes of Ever After—” 

“Pm not your prince. This is not Ever After. And everything you 
described sounds like ordinary life to me,” said Rafal, his back turned. 

Sophie bristled. “Well, I’m sure a bit of routine will be good for us after 
everything that’s happened,” she said, straightening books on a shelf to fill 
the silence. “At the very least, we can send those Ever Killers back to 
Bloodbrook.” 

“Ever Killers?” Rafal said, sniffing at a pile of dirty shirts, looking for 
one clean enough to wear. 

Sophie made a mental note to do his laundry in the morning. He was 
becoming more of a teenage boy by the minute. “You know, the new 
students you brought in,” she yawned, noticing the new flesh on her ring 


finger starting to wear thin. She’d have to apply more potion tomorrow. 
“Edgar and Essa, I think it was. You didn’t think I’d find out, did you?” 

“Im sorry. Who?” 

“Those cousins, Rafal.” Sophie plopped stomach-down on the bed. 
“Captain Hook’s family . . . strange pair, really. Clearly obsessive fans of 
mine but couldn't bring themselves to ask for an autograph. Spent the 
whole time sizing up my ring. Don’t blame them, of course. It ıs rather 
lovely. Said you’d brought them here to kill Agatha and—” 

But now she saw Rafal staring at her. 

“Hook murdered his whole family,” he said. “By the age of ten.” 

Sophie bolted up, confused. “What? But then... then who...” 

Slowly Rafal’s gaze moved to the Storian, still frozen inexplicably over 
the storybook. A light dawned in his pupils, red patches growing on his 
cheeks and bare chest. 

“You didn’t bring any new students in, did you?” Sophie said quietly. 

The School Master fixed his eyes on her and Sophie saw there would be 
no date tonight. 

“If anyone—anyone—dares to enter this tower, kill them,” he hissed. 

Then he leapt out the window and was gone. 


“You want us to break into the School Master’s tower?” Tedros shouted 
through blustering green mist, as he stood on a window ledge high over the 
bay. 

“Not us. You,” Anadil said, flattening next to his girl body against a 
black stone wall. “And stop using your boy voice. You’ll be alone with 
Sophie in a matter of seconds!” 

“Seconds?! The tower’s half a mile away!” Tedros barked in his boy’s 
voice again, pointing at the School Master’s spire, far into the Blue Forest. 
“How am I possibly supposed to get from here to there—” 

“Stop waving your hands, you ninny! Someone might see you,” Dot 
said, peering through binoculars from inside the window. “Ani, the School 
Master just left, so this is our chance. Sophie’s in there alone until he comes 
back. Plus, fog’s at its peak.” 

Indeed, Tedros could hardly see the School Master’s tower now, cloaked 
in green mist blowing off the bay. “First of all, what does fog have to do 
with getting me into that tower? Second, there’s no such thing as ‘flying’ 


spells. Third, I can’t mogrify into a bird without reverting to a boy once I 
land. And fourth, I don’t see either of you carrying fairy dust, so please tell 
me what I’m doing in a girl’s body ten miles above ground in the middle of 
the night!” 

Anadıl and Dot looked amused. “You didn’t think Merlin was going to 
leave the details to you, did you?” said Anadil. 

“Fog patterns and mapping Sophie’s movements were my job,” said 
Dot. “And Ani’s job was... well... show him, Ani.” 

Anı drew a black rat from her pocket, paws up and whimpering on its 
back, with a small black helmet fitted over its head. “This is how you’re 
getting to Sophie,” she said, plunking the rat in Tedros’ palm. 

“This?” Tedros goggled at the rodent. “This is how I’m supposed to fly 
halfway across the school?” 

“Rat #1 got you through the gates, didn’t it?” said Anadil, stroking the 
still-pooped pet in her pocket. “Rat #2 gets you to the tower.” 

“And Rat #3 negotiates world peace?” Tedros bellowed, glaring at the 
shaking, shivering rat in his palm. “Last time I checked, villain talents have 
limits, Anadil. Maybe you have the talent to make a rat small or white or 
dance the rhumba, but rats don’t fly, that’s for sure, especially ‘Rat #2,’ 
who’s acting as if I’m about to chuck it off this tower!” 

“Smart rat,” Anadil grinned. 

“Huh?” said Tedros— 

Dot stabbed out her glowing fingertip and a tuft of green fog floating 
over his head froze to ice, before turning a dark toast brown. Tedros looked 
up and a single drop of condensation dripped onto his lips. 

Chocolate. 

Like flames racing up dynamite, the green fog around him started to 
freeze and spread to cocoa brown, morphing into frozen fractals and swirls 
—some flat, some loopy, some blade-sharp, some spaghetti-thin—until the 
entire sky over the bay looked like a chocolate roller coaster, camouflaged 
by the night. 

Running out of steam, Dot focused harder, her flickering fingerglow 
chasing a last thin trail of green fog as it surged towards Tedros’ girl body, 
plastered against the castle wall. 

“Dot, that’s the important one... ,” Anadil warned. 


Dot gritted her teeth, trying to keep her glow steady, aiming right at the 
whip of fog lashing for Tedros” face... 

“Now, Dot!” Anadil cried — 

Dot screeched with effort and shot a blast of light. The fog froze into a 
knife-sharp icicle, an inch from Tedros’ eye. 

Tedros blinked in shock, eyelashes grazing the chocolate spear... . 
Then slowly he looked down at the shaking, helmeted rat in his hand. 

The rat locked its paws onto the icicle, with Tedros still holding on to 
the rat’s body. 

“Oh no,” Tedros peeped. 

Anadil kicked him off the ledge and Tedros let out a howling scream, 
clinging to the rat like a handlebar as it zip-lined down the chocolate icicle. 
At the end of the icicle, the rat flew off, like a sled off a track, before 
hooking onto another piece of fog-turned-chocolate. The rat zip-lined so 
fast along the chocolate tracks—corkscrews, dive-drops, sidewinder spins 
—that Tedros saw nothing but a kaleidoscope of cocoa and stars, as if 
magically sucked into one of Merlin’s hot toddies. He could hear the 
chocolate rails splintering as he zoomed past and the rat squealing with 
terror, knowing it was only a matter of time before the entire ride shattered 
under their weight. The rat flew into an upside-down loop and blood surged 
into Tedros’ head, his mind blanking blissfully, his legs kicking through air, 
detached from gravity. Above him, the rat’s claws shredded even faster 
along the chocolate tracks, sending creamy brown flakes scattering like 
snow. Delirious, Tedros closed his eyes and stuck out his tongue, tasting 
cottony sweetness, wondering if he’d died and gone to Prince Heaven, 
where he could ravish and pleasure without duty or responsibility forever 
and ever and ever... 

He smelled a sharp, awful stench and the rat jammed to a stop, ejecting 
him off the chocolate roller coaster, over the rancid Blue Forest, through a 
wide-open window, and onto a hard stone floor, flat on his bottom. 

Tedros didn’t move, panting on the floor. “I... want... Agatha’s... 
mission.” 

Then he remembered where he was, the body he was in, and what he 
was supposed to be doing. 

His eyes jerked open. 


Hobbled and hurting, he lumbered onto his legs, still unused to his girl’s 
squishy form. He peered around the School Master’s deserted chamber, 
licking the last chocolate off his lips. 

“Sophie?” he squeaked in his girly snoot, moving deeper into the room. 
“Sophie, it’s Essa! Essa from Bloodbrook. We met this morning? Sorry to 
barge in like this, but you’re in terrible danger.” He imagined Agatha at his 
side, her spirit egging him on. “We have to leave here now, Sophie,” he 
said, confidence growing. “Before the School Master comes back. So if 
you’ll just listen to me, girl to girl—” 

A blast of pain exploded through his head, knocking him out, and he 
crashed face-first to the floor. 

Far across the bay, inside the witch’s room, Anadil and Dot gaped in 
horror through binoculars at Sophie, who was looming over Essa’s fallen 
body, wielding a giant storybook like a club. 

Anadil slowly turned to Dot. 

“Never was much of a girl’s girl, was she?” Dot quipped. 


As soon as the fog started turning to chocolate, Agatha saw her chance. 

She’d been hiding at one end of Halfway Bridge, trapped in her boy 
body, ogling ten hulking, armed shadows atop the School for Old. 

None of them looked human. 

Agatha’s heart seized. She had no hope to get past one of the School 
Master’s guards, whoever they were, let alone a fleet of them— 

That’s when the fog over the bay started detonating into iced chocolate. 

Flabbergasted, she swiveled and saw Dot’s fingerglow pulsing from a 
dark window, high in the other school. 

Shouts of shock and panic rang out from the shadowy guards over the 
Bridge, who flooded off the balconies into the castle, leaving the roof 
unattended. 

Agatha smiled, hidden at the other end. Whatever Dot was doing in the 
School for New, it served as the perfect diversion in the School for Old. 

Not a coincidence, Agatha thought. 

Merlin and his spies had done everything they could to help her and 
Tedros finish their missions. 

The rest was up to them. 


As fast as she could, Agatha darted from her hiding place and sprinted 
across the dim, frigid Bridge, feeling the wind on her scrawny boy chest, 
hands held out in front of her, knowing the barrier was coming— 

Bam! She slammed into it a quarter of the way down the span, leaving 
her palms stinging and her body fully exposed in the moonlight. The guards 
would spot her the second they returned. 

“Let me through,” she begged, hands flat on the barrier. 

Her crystal-clear reflection magically appeared in the mirror, dressed in 
Evil’s uniform—only it was her usual girl self, instead of a boy. 


“Old with Old, 
New with New, 
Back to your tower 
Before—” 


Her reflection peered at her. “Wait a second, lad . . . you're not a student 
here at all.” Her face darkened. “Intruder.” Her reflection opened her 
mouth wide. “INTRU—” 

“No! It’s me!” Agatha yelped. “It’s Agatha!” 

“All I see is an underfed, googly-eyed boy,” her reflection said, opening 
her mouth again to scream— 

“TI prove it!” cried Agatha, knowing she had no choice now. She 
closed her eyes, visualizing the counterspell. . . . Her hair began to thicken, 
her jaw to round, and all at once her body eased back into her girl’s shape, 
filling out her uniform. “See. Me,” she smiled, now matching the reflection 
in the barrier. “So let me pass—” 

“Oh. You,” her reflection growled, not smiling back. “You nearly got me 
destroyed for confusing the sides the past two years. First you convinced 
me you were Evil, when you were Good. Then you convinced me you were 
a Boy, when you were a Girl. No way are you getting past me a third time. 
So listen clear: 


“Old with Old, 

New with New, 

Back to your tower 

Before I call You-Know-Who. ” 


Agatha tightened. Out of the corner of her eye, she could see the 
chocolate patterns in the sky starting to evaporate. The sound of guards 
storming to the rooftop amplified inside the castle. 

“And how do you know I’m not supposed to be on the Old side instead 
of the New?” Agatha asked her reflection, trying to stay calm. 

“Easy,” her image huffed. “Because you’re as young as me and I’m as 
young as you.” 

“So if I’m young, I can’t be old?” 

“Have you ever met an old person who’s young?” her reflection fleered. 

“Well. Would a newborn baby see me as young or old?” said Agatha. 

“Old, but that’s because it doesn’t know any better—” 

“So what about a child?” 

“Depends on how old the child is,” her reflection snapped. 

“So how young or old you are ‘depends’ on things?” Agatha asked. 

“No! It’s obvious to anything that’s full-grown!” 

“What about a full-grown flower? Or a full-grown fish?” 

“Don’t be stupid. A flower or fish can’t see age,” said her reflection. 

“But you said anything full-grown—” 

“A full-grown person!” 

“So you’re a person, if it’s obvious to you,” reasoned Agatha. “Yet 
you’ve been on this Bridge for thousands of years. So what does that make 
you? Young or old?” 

“Old, of course,” her reflection puffed. 

“And if you’re me and I’m you, then what does that make me?” Agatha 
said, lips curling to a smile. 

Her reflection gasped, realizing the answer. “Definitely old.” 

Agatha’s mirror image could only gape in anguish, fading into night, as 
the real Agatha reached her fingers through the barrier and felt the cold, 
empty wind. 

Seconds later, the monstrous shadows swarmed to their post and saw 
nothing on the Bridge but a glint of black and green sliding into the castle, 
which they thought an errant piece of mist blown from the bay. 

If they’d looked closer, they may have seen a small rain puddle still 
rippling over stone ... a single clump print gleaming under the moon... or 
the two specks of light across the Bridge, floating low like fallen stars. . . 


The bold yellow eyes of a bald, wrinkled cat, watching Agatha vanısh 
safely into a den of danger, before the cat pulled into darkness and pit- 
patted away. 
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Old School Reunions 


Do girls have softer heads than boys? 

All Tedros could feel was drool dripping off his lip, his scraped-up 
cheek, and his skull ripping with pain. He couldn’t feel his eyes, let alone 
open them, and he wondered if this is how mangos felt when they fell off 
trees and smashed to bits, before he realized mangos don’t have feelings 
and he was likely suffering from a violent concussion. 
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Between pangs of nausea, he tried to touch the back of his head and 
check for blood, but his hands wouldn’t budge. 


Slowly he slit open his eyes to see he was still in a girl’s body, splayed 
on a white canopied bed, his mouth gagged and wrists lashed to bedposts 
with red velvet sheets. 

Stomach sinking, he turned his head to see Sophie perched on a stone 
altar table in the corner, the Storian paused over a blank page. 

“Well, Essa—if that is indeed your name— you’ve told me so many lies 
that listening to you, “girl to girl” seems rather pointless, don’t you think? 
But let me tell you what I do know. You’re not a new student. You’re not a 
Never assassin. You’re not a Never at all. You and your ‘cousin’ are spies 
for Good, here to destroy my happy ending. Only you’re too late, Essa dear. 
Agatha and Tedros are long gone, as this blank page attests, and Rafal and I 
would be in the throes of a heavenly romantic evening if it wasn’t for you.” 

Tedros garbled urgently into his gag. 

“Still have something to say? Oh dear,” Sophie drawled, standing up. 
“Well, since the School Master and you are such bosom buddies, why don’t 
you just tell it to him.” She raised her fingerglow towards the window, 
about to shoot a flare into the sky— 

Sophie dropped her hand, eyes widening. 

On the bed, Essa’s long hair was lightening from black to gold. 

It shrank into her scalp, as her chin dimpled and her cheeks hardened, 
amber stubble stippling her jaw. Faster now, her legs and arms sprouted 
with fuzz, her feet ballooned two sizes and her shoulders and chest 
broadened, shredding her shirt seams. As the girl stranger writhed in pain, 
her calves chiseled, her biceps rippled, her forearms swelled, bursting the 
knots of her binds, until at last she tore away the gag with a virile roar, no 
longer a girl or stranger at all, but a prince in his body like a lion uncaged. 

Sophie backed into a corner. “Teddy?” 

A familiar scratching sound filled the chamber and Sophie looked down 
to see the Storian spill a new scene on the blank page: a bow-legged, 
helmet-haired girl hurtling across Halfway Bridge into the School for Old. 

“Aggie?” Sophie squeaked. 

She looked up at Tedros, legs shaking, breath shallowing. 

“Don’t panic,” the prince soothed, as he inched across the bed. “Just 
don’t panic, sweet pea . . .” He reached for her, breaking into a winning 
smile. “A prince is here to rescue you, okay? Everything is just fi—” 


Sophie panicked. She lurched for the window, finger glowing, and shot 
a hot pink flare into the night— 

A blast of gold light obliterated ıt and Sophie spun to see Tedros’ 
glowing finger pointed at her. 

“Listen. Pm a boy now. So either we do this the easy way or the hard 
way,” he warned, waiting for Sophie to stop hyperventilating and come to 
her senses. 

Instead, she ran for the window, trying to fire off another flare. 

“Hard way it is,” sighed Tedros. 

Two minutes later, Sophie was cuffed to the bedpost with red velvet 
sheets, shouting every possible curse word into her gag. 

Tedros glared back from the altar table, shirt ripped and covered in 
scratch marks. 

“Now, for once in our lives, Sophie, the two of us are going to have a 
normal conversation.” 


The Storian knows where I am, Agatha thought, as she stole through a dark 
corridor, back in her girl body. It was only a matter of time before the 
School Master came hunting her. 

A clock clanged high in the castle. Eleven o’clock. One hour left. 

Her clump steps quickened, muffled by loud drips from the moldy 
ceiling. She had to find Tedros’ sword now. Excalibur was their only hope 
to destroy the School Master’s ring—and thus the School Master himself. 

But where was it? 

Even with a head start, she had no idea what was inside the School for 
Old, let alone who was lurking within its castle or where to look for a single 
sword blade that could be hidden anywhere: in a secret cabinet, behind a 
fireplace, under a doormat, through an invisible door, beneath the stones she 
was treading on. ... Who was she kidding! This was a fool’s mission! 

Agatha buckled against a wall, trying not to throw up. J can t do this. I'll 
never find it. 

An old voice answered inside of her. 

“Do not fail.” 

Merlin’s last words. 

The same as her mother’s. 

The wizard had put Good’s fate in her and Tedros’ hands for a reason. 


Maybe she doubted herself. But she didn’t doubt Merlin. 

Do not fail. 

This time the voice was hers. 

On a deep breath, Agatha turned into the foyer. 

The entrance chamber was quiet, empty, and insufferably humid. Any 
trace of the military-themed, refurbished School for Boys had been rubbed 
out, with the black stone foyer back the way it was first year: leaky, lumpy 
and dimly lit by gargoyles wielding torches in their mouths. With no sign of 
guards, Agatha scampered into the sunken anteroom adjoining the foyer, 
where three twisting staircases ascended to the dormitories. The portraits of 
the new Nevers were gone, no doubt moved across the bay. But the rest of 
the walls were still jam-packed with old Evil students, each frame carrying 
a portrait next to a scene of what they became after graduation. 

Only now, as Agatha inched closer, she saw that the frames of Evil’s 
most famous villains had all been defaced. 

Captain James Hook’s old student portrait as a young, broodingly 
handsome boy was splotched in graffiti from multiple people: 


DON’T BLOW IT THIS TIME! 
Payback for Pan! 
NO ONE BEATS HOOK TWICE! 


Over a gluttonous boy who became Jack’s giant, there were more 
scribbled exhortations: 


SECOND CHANCE AT GLORY! 
KILL HIM AND HIS LITTLE COW TOO! 
JUST STEP ON THE LAD! 


Agatha scanned more frames along the wall: a willowy girl who’d 
become a famous Evil fairy (“NO SPINNING WHEELS THIS TIME!”), a 
blond boy with a scanty blue moustache who’d become Bluebeard (“YOU 
GONNA LET A GIRL WIN AGAIN?”), and dozens more notorious 
villains, their portraits splashed with more motivational creeds . . . until her 
eyes stopped on a Nevergirl whose face looked eerily familiar. Then Agatha 
noticed the graduation scene next to it: a raven-haired witch standing in 


front of a gingerbread house with her daughter. It was the same picture as 
the one on Hester’s night table, only here scrawled with a single taunt: 


Hear your kids a better witch than you! 


Agatha inched closer. Who did all this? 

Voices suddenly floated from the foyer— 

She dove behind a staircase. 

An undead ogre and an undead hobgoblin stalked into the stair room, 
both stitched up and shedding off skin like the zombie villains she’d seen in 
the Woods. The ogre, bald and potbellied, had a thick gray hide, a serrated 
spine, and wielded a wooden cudgel, while the slimy, green hobgoblin with 
stumpy white horns carried a twisted brass dagger. 

“Turnin’ fog to chocolate? Bloody good prank if you ask me,” chortled 
the ogre in a gravelly voice. “Few’a those New whippersnappers might 
amount to somethin’ after all.” 

“Don’t know why you think this is funny,” piped the shrill-voiced 
goblin. “Came back to do our stories over again, not patrol empty halls and 
chase candy. Why can’t I be in class upstairs with the others?” 

“Henchmen guard the castle, not go to class,” groused the ogre. “Best 
git back to yer’ post. Anyone breaks in and the School Master will shove us 
back inna graves we came from.” 

The goblin sighed and the two parted ways into opposing halls. 

Behind the stairwell, Agatha didn’t move. “Class?” What classes were 
taught in the School for Old? And more importantly, who was taking them? 

On instinct, she tiptoed from her hiding place and up a staircase, quite 
sure that whoever the students were at this school were the same hooligans 
who’d defaced the portraits. 

The classrooms were lined up in an airless corridor off the first floor of 
Malice tower, Agatha recalled, but as soon as she turned off the landing, she 
saw two spear-toting guards down the hall and ducked behind the banister. 

Of course the classrooms are guarded, you idiot. But how else was she 
supposed to get a view inside? 

She racked her brain for a plan, listening to the trolls pace up and down 
the hall, feeling a cold breeze raise goosebumps on her skin... 

A cold breeze? In an airless hall? 


She looked up. High over her head there was a hollow air shaft, boxed 
out of the ceiling. 

Moments later, Agatha’s bare toes clung to the banister like a balance 
beam, her clumps tucked into the waist of her breeches, as she reached for 
the sides of the vent, trying not to make a sound. She unfurled her fingers as 
far as they’d go, but they were still two inches short. Leaning on her tiptoes, 
she stretched her hands higher, higher, feeling her shoulders strain out of 
their sockets, and clawed her finger pads into the mildew coating the vent. 
Hoisting herself up with desperate strength, Agatha had almost jammed her 
head and neck through, when she felt one of her clumps sliding out of her 
shorts. Gasping, she swung one-armed from the vent like a monkey, lunging 
to catch it, only to see her shoe fall through the gap in the staircase and 
crash far below with an ear-splitting boom. 

Crap. 

Instantly, she propelled herself back into the vent, nearly breaking her 
elbows, and crawled as fast as she could through the cramped stone shaft, 
hearing the trolls’ stunned voices and footsteps racing towards the stairs. 

Soon she didn’t hear them anymore, only the swirling air in the vent 
churning past her. The light from the staircase dwindled and she was in 
pitch-dark, with no clue where she was headed, until she began to hear a 
growing clamor and glimpsed wintry gray light spraying into the vent from 
a grating ahead. The buzz grew louder as Agatha drew closer, knees 
skinning along stone, before she flattened her belly against the grates and 
peered down through the slats. 

Her mouth fell open. 

Lady Lesso’s old frozen classroom was teeming with famous villains, 
stitched up and undead—at least 40 of them, hunched at desks, jammed 
under chairs, stuffed into corners, practically sitting on laps, so that there 
wasn’t an inch of frosted floor untaken. She recognized many of these 
crusty, stitched-up Nevers, either from storybooks she’d read in Gavaldon, 
their gravestones on Necro Ridge, or the portraits downstairs. There was 
runty Rumpelstiltskin, the frog-faced Witch of the Wood, bloodshot 
Bluebeard, wizened old Baba Yaga, and even Jack’s oafish Giant, looking 
bruised and battered from his encounter with Princess Uma’s army. 

No wonder we didnt see more of them in the Woods, Agatha thought. 
The villains had all been at their old school. 


But doing what? 

At the front of the classroom was a slender, ferocious-looking woman in 
a tattered silver gown, with a full face of makeup, a coiled bun of white 
hair, and skin stitched up like the rest. 

“A month since the School Master brought us back to school and what 
do we have to show for it? Five old stories turned Evil. FIVE! We’ll never 
make it to Woods Beyond with five stories. You heard the School Master. 
Every story changed brings us one step closer to the Reader World.” 

Agatha’s heart stopped. Reader World? Woods Beyond? Was she talking 
about... Gavaldon? 

“I have my own work to do, it seems,” the old woman’s voice 
harrumphed. “Cinderella is alive, out there in the Woods, and my worthless 
daughters have yet to locate her. Can’t have another turn at a fairy tale 
unless you find your old Nemesis first, can you?” She glowered at two 
hideous undead girls in the corner. “Now, for homework the School Master 
asked each of you to pinpoint the mistake that made you lose your story the 
first time. Giant, let’s start with you.” 

Jack’s giant held up a storybook, open to a painting of him sleeping in 
his castle as Jack sneaked past him. “Nappin” on the job,” he sulked. 

“Is that what got you beat by Princess Uma and a buncha animals too? 
‘Nappin’ on the job’?” Rumpelstiltskin snorted. 

“Just "cause you redone your story already don’t mean you can be 
rude,” the giant fired. 

“Who's next?” Cinderella’s stepmother snapped. 

As the old villains continued presenting their worst moments, Agatha 
crept ahead to the grating over the next classroom. 

Dozens of undead villains milled between corkboards blanketed in 
hand-drawn maps of the Woods, covered with red and blue pins and scraps 
of multicolored notes. At first, Agatha didn’t recognize many of these 
witches and monsters .. . 

Then her stomach plunged. 

Near the far wall, Snow White’s rotted old witch and Red Riding 
Hood’s wolf, nursing a black eye and bandaged leg, were both having an 
intense conversation with a third villain Agatha had never met before: a 
man, tall and darkly handsome, despite his zombified skin, with curly black 
hair, a pirate’s hat, and instead of a right hand, a gleaming silver hook. 
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“Wolf found them on Necro Ridge and I saw them here at Cottage 
White,” grunted Snow White’s witch, tapping a yellowed fingernail on a 
map. 

“Which means League Headquarters must be north of Maidenvale,” 
Captain Hook surmised in a deep, silken voice. “I’m guessing within a mile 
of Knobble Hill... .” He smiled thinly, stroking his hook. “Mmm, thirteen 
heroes at once. Wouldn’t that be dandy?” 

Agatha’s heart was in her throat. A mile from Knobble Hill? That’s 
precisely where League Headquarters was! She had to warn Merlin as soon 
as she got back. But first things first; she had a sword to find— 

Suddenly ogre howls rang through the castle like a fire alarm. The door 
burst open and a troll guard crashed in. 

“INTRUDER! Intruder in the castle! Double meals to whoever finds it!” 

Villains raucously stampeded out of the room after the troll, leaving 
Agatha petrified. She skirted to the wall and skittered through the vent like 
a cockroach, stopping at each grating, catching glimpses of five classrooms 
of undead Nevers emptying into the hall with bloodthirsty whoops . . . until 
she saw Captain Hook again right under her, speaking to a tall, shirtless 
boy, gorgeous and lean with spiked white hair and alabaster skin. 

Agatha froze. 

Him. 

And he was holding her clump. 

“Troll found this,” the young School Master snarled. “Agatha’s inside 
this castle. And either that mincing prince is with her or he’ll come to us 
once we capture her. I need you to command the rest and—” 

He stopped cold. His eyes rose to the ceiling and Agatha dove away 
from the grating just in time. Hidden in shadow, she held her breath. Keep 
talking . . . keep talking . . . please, please, please— 

“Search the dungeons and the belfry,” the School Master’s voice 
continued. “Leave no stone unturned.” 

Agatha almost fainted in relief. As long as he was here, away from the 
Storian, he couldn’t know she was hiding right over his head. 

“But I want Agatha alive. It’s time I had a little talk with our dear 
princess,” said the School Master. “Now marshal the men while I secure the 
museum. Understood?” 

“Yes, Master,” Hook said. 


Agatha peeked through the grate and watched them part ways. Captain 
Hook, the Captain Hook, was looking for her? And not only him, hundreds 
of villains, just as famous and deadly? She was dead .. . more than dead... 
she was horse meat— 

And yet, as she watched the mob of hooting villains combing the castle, 
something the School Master said was still gnawing at her. 

Secure the museum. 

He had the chance to find and kill her and he was worried about the 
museum? Of all the things in the castle, why would an invincible sorcerer 
possibly need to secure a muse— 

Agatha choked and bolted upright, smacking her head into the vent. 
Scrambling onto her hands and knees, she started down the air shaft in the 
direction he went. 

There was only one thing in the world the Woods’ greatest villain 
needed to secure. 

The one weapon that could destroy him and his minions forever. 

A holy sword Agatha never thought she could find. 

And now the School Master was surely taking her right to it. 


Tedros used magic to whisk away Sophie’s gag, because he was afraid 
she’d bite his face if he got too close. 

“Better pray I never get out of these,” Sophie spat, flailing against the 
velvet sheets binding her to the bedpost. 

“Now hold your horses,” Tedros growled, trying to salvage what was 
left of his shirt. 

“Rafal will be here any moment, so I suggest you take your horses and 
scat if you don’t want to end up dissected for Evil research. Where’s 
Agatha?” 

“Getting my sword from the School for Evil. You’ll need it to destroy 
your ring—” Tedros started, only to instantly regret it when he saw Sophie’s 
face. 

“My ring? My Queens ring?” Sophie shot back. “That’s why you were 
ogling it on the shore? Because you want me to destroy it?” 

“Uh, it’s how we k-k-kill the School Master,” Tedros stammered, 
knowing he was talking too much. “It’s how you’ll be free—look, we can 
discuss this later, once we get out of—” 


“Free?” Sophie hissed, shielding her ring. “By killing the boy who 
loves me? By taking me away from the one place where I might finally be 
happy? So I can live Ever After following you and your princess like a 
dog?” 

“Be reasonable, Sophie. You can’t stay with the School Master! He’s a 
monster!” 

“His name is Rafal, he’s different now, and for your information, we 
were supposed to have our first date tonight—” 

“Where you’d probably end up drinking the blood of little children 
together,” Tedros retorted. “Now hear me out before I gag you again —” 

“Don’t you dare threaten me,” Sophie scorched. “You can’t hurt me 
more than you already have, Tedros. You made Agatha pick you over me. 
You made her believe she couldn’t have her best friend and her prince. You 
tried to send me back home alone to no mother, a rotten father, a haggish 
stepmother, stepbrothers who’ve already moved into my room, and a town 
where no one— no one—cares about me. You and your princess sent me to 
hell with a kiss, and just when I found my way to a boy who truly cares 
about me, to a happy ending that might finally be real . . . here you are 
riding in on your white horse again to take it all away.” 

Tedros gazed at his once-princess tied up on the bed. “Sophie, don’t you 
get it? He isn’t what he looks like. He isn’t your true love. He’s Evil. And if 
you stay with him, that makes you Evil too. There’ll be no way back to 
Good this time.” 

Sophie’s eyes sparkled. “Do you know why I wanted a fairy tale my 
whole life? Because a fairy tale means love that never ends. I thought that 
love was you, Tedros. Then I thought it was Agatha. But it’s him. It has to 
be him.” 

Tedros stood up from the table. Sophie watched the prince move 
towards the bed, his hair haloed in torchlight, as he slipped onto the sheets 
next to her. Their legs touched as they sat in silence. 

“You think we’d come all this way if we didn’t love you?” he said 
softly. “We’re your best friends.” 

Sophie turned away. “No, Agatha was my best friend. My only friend. I 
needed her, Tedros. More than I needed anyone. But you made Agatha 
choose between a boy and her friend. And now you’re trying to make me 


choose too.” Sophie shook her head, letting tears fall. “How could she do 
it? How could she just throw me away?” 

“She made a mistake, Sophie,” Tedros said. “When you fight for love, 
sometimes you think it’s you against the world. You become scared. You 
see what isn’t there. It happened to Agatha. It happened to me. And now it’s 
happening to you.” 

She felt him reach up behind her, undoing her first bind. 

“But there’s nothing holding us back anymore,” he said. “We can all be 
together now.” 

“Even fairy tales have limits,” said Sophie. “Three people can’t have an 
Ever After. Not without me being alone.” 

“You won’t be alone, Sophie.” She could feel his forearm caress her 
neck as it reached for the other bind. “You’ll have two people who want to 
see you happy. And until we have you in our lives again, we can’t be happy 
either.” 

“You and Agatha have each other. You don’t need me.” 

“She and I could barely be in the same room together until we came to 
find you. We should never have left you behind.” She felt his skin on her 
wrist, the loosening of a knot. “This journey to find you and fix our past 
mistakes ended up making Agatha and I closer. You brought Agatha and I 
together, like you always have before.” 

The velvet cuff fell away, setting Sophie free. She stared into his eyes, 
his last words stinging her. 

“Come with us, Sophie,” Tedros said, tilting her chin up, the way he 
once asked her to a Ball. “Come with Agatha and me to Camelot.” 

Sophie curled into his chest, making him hold her. “Maybe you can’t 
see it. But now you brought me and Rafal closer too,” she whispered, 
almost to herself. 

“What?” 

“If I go with you, I won’t find love again,” Sophie said, nuzzling Tedros 
tighter. “My story proves it. Pm unlovable by anyone else. My best friend. 
My father. My prince. Not even Hort wants me anymore.” 

“Because you’ve forgotten what love really is. Good is the path to love, 
Sophie. Not Evil.” 

“Rafal is my only path now,” she said, remembering what it was like to 
be this close to a prince... 


“There has to be a way,” Tedros pressed. “There has to be a way to 
make you come with us.” 

“No, it’s too late . . .” Sophie inhaled his scent, trying to wrest herself 
away, trying to let him go. “Take Agatha and leave.” 

“Not without you,” he said, his lips at her ear. 

“I won't leave him . . . I won't leave my true love,” Sophie fought, 
looking to Rafal’s ring for strength. 

Only now she saw something else on her finger . . . rubbed raw by the 
binds . . . her heart’s only answer all along... 

“Unless ...,” she whispered. 

“Unless ... ?” Tedros breathed. 

Sophie clasped his hand. 

Tedros looked down and stiffened. 

Because now he saw his name on her flesh too. 

“Unless I had you back,” Sophie said. 


once 2s 
Last Stop on the Fairy Dust Express 


A clock struck somewhere across the bay. 11:30. 

Thirty minutes to find Excalibur. What happens if I’m not at the gates 
by midnight? Agatha thought, scuttling through the air shaft to follow the 
School Master. Will Tedros come looking for me? Will he try to get into the 
castle? She couldn’t let that happen. He’d be walking into a death trap— 

She stopped short. 

Agatha stared at a wall of black rock sealing off the vent, as the sound 
of the School Master’s footsteps receded into the buzz of villains hunting 
her. 

Alarmed, she was about to turn back and search for another route to the 
museum, when she noticed there was a small gap in the vent before the 
dead end. Agatha crept to the edge of the gap and looked down. 





A black void. 

Either she backtracked to the last crossroads in the vent and risked 
losing the School Master . . . or she took a stupidly lethal chance. 

Agatha slid her legs over the edge of the gap. 

She let go. 

Gravity blasted her into free fall—then her backside clamped onto a 
smooth stone slide, rocketing her through darkness. Without warning, the 
slide swerved left and Agatha was thrown onto her side with no idea where 
she was going. There were no more gratings, no more rays of light, just 
merciless black, with the odd green flicker of a dead fairy, caught in the 
sealed-off maze. Crossing her arms over her chest, Agatha let go like a 
swimmer in a riptide as she veered at the sharpest, scariest angles, 
convinced this would all end in a gruesome death, before she shot off the 
slide like shrapnel, skidded onto a smooth metal surface, and halted face- 
first over a steel grating. 

Ow. 

Agatha pried off the slats, rubbing the welts on her cheeks. Through the 
grate, she could see an empty room underneath her, lit by a weak green 
torch. No one inside it, nothing on the walls, nothing on the sooty black 
floor. And yet, something about the place seemed familiar. Bending closer 
to the grate, she squinted across the room, until she made out an ash- 
spattered door and its simmering red letters: 


THE EXHIBITION OF EVIL 


Evil’s museum. 

Agatha bobbed to her knees. Given how quickly she crossed the castle, 
there was no way the School Master could have gotten here already, which 
meant... 

I made it before him. 

Sweating in the shadows, Agatha waited for him to come and lead her 
to the weapon that could kill him. 

She waited. 

And waited. 

And waited. 

A clock in the castle tolled once. 

11:45. 

Something stopped him on the way, she thought. But there was no more 
time to wait. In fifteen minutes, Merlin would be at the gates. 

She grabbed hold of the steel grating, which dislodged easıly from 
stone. She left her remaining clump behind and lowered down through the 
hole, hanging on to the sides of the shaft. Arms stretched, she kicked the air 
as if to dismount a swing and landed on her soles without a sound. 

Agatha scanned the museum, once filled with relics of Evil’s scant 
victories and now wiped clean. True, she hadn’t expected Excalibur to be 
waiting on a table for her, but there was nowhere in this room that Tedros’ 
sword could possibly be hidden. The floor was a single slab of stone, every 
case and frame was gone, every wall bare— 

Not every wall, Agatha realized, moving towards the corner. 

For on the far wall, hidden in shadows, there was one painting left. 

Agatha stalked closer, her eyes adjusting to the dark, until she realized it 
was a painting she knew well. 

In a village square, raging children heaved storybooks into a bonfire and 
watched them burn. Behind the village, a dark forest went up in flames, 
blanketing the sky with red and black smoke. 

The colors were gauzy and impressionistic, the style unmistakable. It 
was the work of Professor August Sader, a blind seer who once taught 
History before he sacrificed his life fighting the School Master. Agatha 


recognized the scene as the last in his Reader Prophecy, a series of paintings 
once mounted in the Gallery of Good. As part of the Prophecy, Sader had 
predicted pairs of Readers kidnapped to the School for Good and Evil, 
leading up to her and Sophie. But there had been no more Readers predicted 
after them . . . instead, only this scene of Gavaldon’s children burning its 
fairy tales as smoke clouds closed in. 

And yet they weren’t smoke clouds, Agatha remembered now from her 
first year, focusing harder on them. They were shadows, hulking and 
monstrous, invading the town . . . and as Agatha leaned closer, her nose to 
the canvas, she began to see familiar shapes in the smoke... 

A giant’s bald head .. . a wolf’s toothy snout . . . a stepmother’s coiled 
bun ...acaptain’s round hook ... 

These weren’t just shadows. 

These were villains. Real villains. 

All coming to Gavaldon. 

Agatha backed up, hearing the stepmother’s ominous warning: “Every 
story changed brings us one step closer to the Reader World .. .” 

Before his death, Sader had seen this too: the School Master’s Dark 
Army crossing into her village. 

But why? What could the School Master possibly want in Gavaldon? 

Terrified, Agatha studied the shadows harder, trying to understand ... 

But something else caught her attention in the painting now. 

Behind the bonfire, in the recesses of the square, there was a tiny slash 
of gold beneath the canopy of Mr. Deauville’s hollowed-out book shop. 
Agatha made out a pattern of diamonds on a golden hilt and the start of a 
wide silver sword, buried blade-first in an anvil. She rubbed her eyes. 

No doubt about it. 

Excalibur was inside the picture. 

Flummoxed, Agatha ran her hand along the surface of the oil-painted 
canvas, hard and stubbly . . . until her fingers touched the sword hilt. All of 
a sudden, the texture was different: warm, smooth, and metallic. She pushed 
harder against the canvas and watched her nails slowly penetrate the tight, 
viscous surface, a strange wetness soaking her fingertips. Further and 
further her hand sucked in, all the way to the wrist, before Agatha began to 
see her fingers appear within the painting itself, reaching for the hilt of the 
sword. Eyes widening, she grasped Excalibur’s handle from inside the 


picture, her knuckles locking a firm grip, and pulled as hard as she could. 
The sword flew out of the anvil like a flower out of water— Agatha reeled 
as hand and sword ejected from the frame, and the weight of the blade sent 
her toppling to the floor. 

Slowly, Agatha raised her head and looked at Excalibur, still clenched in 
her fist. Then she looked up at the painting, where an empty anvil posed in 
front of Mr. Deauville’s. 

Oh my God. 

She launched to her feet, thrusting her prince’s sword into the torchlight. 

I did it. 

I really did it! 

Mission complete. 

With ten minutes to spare. 

A beam of pride and relief ripped across her face and she whirled to the 
door, sword in hand, ready to mogrify out of this depraved castle — 

Agatha dropped the sword. 

“I never underestimate you, Agatha,” the young School Master said, 
leaning against a wall, barechested in black breeches. “And yet you 
underestimate me. A sorcerer who defeats death, returns to youth, takes 
your best friend as my queen, and here you think that I can’t hear your 
breath in a vent ten feet over my head... . that I’d randomly announce my 
need to secure a museum . . . that I’d willfully leave the search for an 
intruder in my castle .. . all for no good reason . . .” The beautiful boy 
arched a brow. “Unless, of course, I knew you’d overhear it.” 

Agatha’s heart imploded. “Then w-w-why didn’t you just kill me in the 
hall?” 

“For one thing, I’ve been suspecting for a while that a pesky old wizard 
has been advising you and your prince as to how to defeat me, and now I 
have proof my suspicions are correct. For another, I was curious as to 
whether Excalibur is really as powerful as Merlin believes. So I put a charm 
on the sword when I hid it in the painting, so that no one except me could 
retrieve it. Which means that if you pulled it out, Excalibur’s magic indeed 
exceeds mine, at once able to recognize its allies and surely powerful 
enough to destroy the ring that keeps me alive. But I suppose there’s also a 
third reason I haven’t killed you just yet, Agatha. I thought you should meet 
the boy who’s claimed your best friend’s heart, up close and personal. You 


may call me, Rafal, by the way.” He smiled, striding towards her. “Sophie 
does.” 

Agatha snatched the sword and flung it out at him, halting his advance. 
“Why did Sader paint the villains in Gavaldon? What’s the painting mean?” 

Rafal eyed the sword blade, bemused. “Agatha, can you recall what I 
told you when you and Sophie visited my tower first year? I gave you a 
riddle to solve and sent you back to your schools, but you were angry with 
me. You said I should prey on other villages and leave yours alone. Do you 
remember what I answered?” 

Agatha could feel herself transported back to that very moment, his 
reply vivid in her memory . . . the old masked School Master, so different 
from this young boy in front of her, leaving her with a single question as 
she and Sophie free-fell into a sea of white... 

A question that had tormented her for two years. 

A question that never made any sense. 

“What other villages?” she whispered. 

“That’s the one,” Rafal grinned. “You see, Agatha, all this time you 
thought the Reader World was the ‘real world’ far away from the realm of 
magic... when, in fact, your world is part of the Endless Woods. For how 
can a land of stories exist without Readers to believe in them?” 

Agatha paled. “Gavaldon is in the Woods?” 

“Why do you think Readers from your village are the only ones 
kidnapped? Why do you think any attempt to escape your village leads right 
back to it?” said Rafal. “Yours is the one unenchanted kingdom of our 
world, but still part of the fairy-tale world—as much a part of fairy tales as 
Camelot, or Netherwood, or this school itself. It is why no class here is ever 
complete without two Readers: one who believes in Good and one who 
believes in Evil.” 

Agatha felt her brain whirring, trying to grasp the enormity of his 
words. 

“Actually, the only access I have to Readers is to make sure they are 
fairly and safely represented at my school, like every other realm of the 
Woods,” Rafal went on. “Our world needs new Readers to survive just as 
much as it needs new stories. That is why there are magic gates that protect 
Gavaldon from the rest of our world. That is why we call it the Woods 
Beyond. Because Readers keep our stories alive, long after the people in 


them are dead and gone. You could even say that Readers are the one force 
in our world more powerful than me. Because as long as there are Readers 
who believe in Good’s power over Evil, Good will still win, even if I 
obliterate every Ever kingdom in the Woods. Because there will always be 
Readers, no matter what I do. Readers who put their faith in the Old stories, 
passing them down, forever and ever, keeping Good alive beyond my 
control...” 

The young School Master paused. “And yet, what if Readers learn that 
the Old has been made New, just like all your fellow students? What if the 
one power to keep stories alive discovers that the Good stories they hold 
dear are all a lie? That Evil always wins, has always won, and always will? 
What then?” His sapphire eyes reflected the fires of the painting. “The gates 
to Gavaldon will open for the true ending to your fairy tale—an ending that 
will erase every Ever After down to the very last one... and put an end to 
Good forever.” 

Agatha was corpse white. “What's the ending? What do you want with 
Gavaldon?” 

“Me?” Rafal cocked a grin. “Oh no. It isn’t me you should be worrying 
about, Agatha. If there’s one thing you should have learned from Evelyn 
Sader, it’s that the most dangerous person in a fairy tale is the one willing to 
do anything for love. A description that fits your best friend, doesn’t it?” 

The School Master held out his palm and Excalibur flew out of her hand 
and into his. He smiled wider, handsome as the devil. 

“And it just happens your best friend’s love is me.” 


“Me?” Tedros leapt off the bed. “Have me back?” 

Sophie lifted to her knees on the mattress. “I know you chose Agatha 
over me, Teddy. I know she’s your princess now. All I’m asking is that you 
keep yourself open before you decide for sure. The End isn’t written yet, is 
it? PII come with you and Aggie to Camelot. Pll do anything you want. Just 
give me another chance to be your Ever After.” 

Tedros looked like he’d been kicked in the pants. “IT... I don’t know 
what you’re saying...” 

“That if you’re asking me to question my happy ending, so should you,” 
said Sophie. 


Tedros shrank against a wall, clutching the shreds of his shirt. He could 
see the Storian furiously capturing the two of them, alone in the School 
Master’s chamber. “And if I won’t?” 

Sophie’s fingertip glowed pink. “Then I'll choose Rafal and my loyalty 
will be to him. Which means I have to tell him you’re here.” 

“Listen to yourself, Sophie. Listen to what you’re asking me,” Tedros 
pleaded. “You’re dazzling, intelligent, and absolutely mental in every way 
and I can’t imagine my life without you. From the moment I saw you first 
year, I thought you were my future queen. But we already tried to be 
together. No matter how good we might seem on paper, in the end, we’re 
meant to be friends. Just friends. Like we were last year—” 

“When you tried to kiss me?” said Sophie. 

“That . . . that’s irrelevant . . .” Tedros stuttered. “What matters is that 
Agatha and I are happy together—” 

“Really?” said Sophie, sliding off the bed and moving towards him. 
“You said I was the one who brought you two back together. Which means 
you two had broken apart. Which means you two aren’t particularly happy 
if it takes a third person to fix your love.” 

“Look, happy endings take time and work and commitment,” Tedros 
retorted. “Mine and Agatha’s won’t be the last Ever After that wrestles and 
doubts and fights to hold on to love. Just look at your own.” 

Sophie paused. “You’re right, Teddy. That’s why I asked my heart to tell 
me my real ending. And this is what it said.” She held up the ink on her 
skin, desperation creeping into her voice. “I want to love Rafal. I want to 
love anyone but you. You bring me nothing but pain and hurt and 
humiliation. Yet my heart only knows your name, Teddy. What else can I do 
but see if it’s right?” She gazed at him through tears. “Our fairy tale brought 
us back together, here and now, because it wants a different ending. Why 
else would you be here alone without Agatha? Why else would you be the 
one to rescue me instead of my best friend?” 

Tedros went rigid, thinking of all the twists and turns that brought him 
and Sophie to this very moment. The two of them alone, face-to-face, no 
disguises, no tricks, for the first time in two years. Then his cheeks went 
apple red. “I could never do that to Agatha. Neither could you, Sophie. 
You’re not a witch, anymore—” 


“And yet, Agatha and I had our own Ever After until you made her 
reconsider,” Sophie said, treading closer. “So if asking you to open your 
heart makes me a witch, then you’re one too, Tedros. Because you did the 
same thing to Agatha when she was my princess.” 

Tedros was speechless. 

“But now it’s time for all of us to face the truth. It’s time for the last 
Ever After,” Sophie pressed, cornering him. “Don’t you want to know who 
your princess is without a doubt, Teddy?” She stared into his eyes. 
“Wouldn’t your father want you to look closer one last time?” 

Tedros’ turned away, gritting so hard she could see the bones of his jaw. 
“You know nothing about my father,” he said. 

“Teddy, listen to me. Pl leave Rafal, just like you ask,” said Sophie 
gently. “Pll destroy his ring and commit my heart to Good forever. I'll 
follow you and Agatha to your kingdom, fully accepting you might choose 
her and Pll end up alone, the sidekick to your happy ending. All I ask of 
you is a simple promise: that you’ll give me another chance before picking 
your princess forever.” 

Slowly Tedros looked back at her.. . 

“Sounds like quite a deal,” said a voice. 

They spun to the window. 

Rafal glared at Sophie, Excalibur to Agatha’s throat. 

But his expression wasn’t nearly as surprised as Agatha’s. 


Hort woke up when he heard teachers’ muffled shouts upstairs. He couldn’t 
make out more than a few words: something about Aric attacked? An 
intruder on the loose? 

His first thought was to check if Sophie was safe. Then he remembered 
she was in the old cretin’s tower, far away from the castle, and he’d been so 
good at not thinking about her and now wasn’t the time to regress. 

He glanced at Chaddick and Nicholas asleep in their beds, handsome, 
beloved Everboys who girls once drooled over. 

Hort smirked. Now the girls all wanted him. 

He saw the way they goggled at his new muscles and flirted 
shamelessly in the hall, sizing him up like a lamb shank. He could have 
anyone at this school, Ever or Never. 


And yet, as he leaned against the window, staring at the School Master’s 
spire over the Blue Forest, Hort found himself wondering what it would be 
like to live there with Sophie. The two of them, ruling all of Evil together 
...A hot, burning feeling edged through his body as he imagined her in his 
arms for a perfect kiss— 

He flushed pink, smearing away sweat. 

No. 

She hurts you. 

She only hurts you. 

You don t love her anymore. 

Tearing his eyes away from the Forest, he clenched his teeth, sank to his 
pillow—and bolted back up. 

A small pinpoint of gold glowed from the School Master’s window. 

Not just gold. Buff, brassy gold, halfway between flaxen and amber. 

He knew this because he knew everything about Camelot’s prince, 
down to the precise hue of his glow. 

What he didn’t know is why that prince’s glow was in the School 
Master’s tower. 


Tedros grabbed Sophie by the waist and held his glowing finger to her 
throat. “Hurt Agatha and I kill your queen,” he warned the young School 
Master, only to see Rafal press Excalibur deeper into Agatha’s neck. 

“Teddy ... not a good deal... ,” Sophie wheezed, straining for breath. 

But the two barechested boys locked eyes across the chamber, gripping 
their hostages tighter. 

Feeling the sword’s cold blade, Agatha shivered with confusion. Here 
she was, counting on her prince and best friend to rescue her from a lethal 
villain. Instead, she’d arrived to find Tedros’ shirt ripped open and Sophie 
asking to be his princess. 

“I said let Agatha go,” Tedros growled at Rafal, his torso red with heat. 

“Oh-ho, now you’re my prince?” said Agatha, against the School 
Master’s cold, pale chest. “The prince who a second ago seemed rather 
open to testing out a new princess?” 

“Stop it, Agatha,” Tedros snapped, digging his lit fingertip into Sophie’s 
throat. “Rafal, release her or—” 


“Or what?” Rafal was strangely calm, staring at Sophie. “You’ll kill a 
girl you’ve come all this way to save? A girl pledging her heart to you?” 

There was no anger or vengeance in his face, only a cool evenness that 
left Sophie unnerved. “Rafal, I’m sorry,” she said. “But I have to make the 
right choice this time. The right choice for me.” 

“Like betraying your best friend?” Agatha lambasted her, before turning 
on Tedros. “Or telling your princess to her face how much you love her and 
the moment she’s out of sight, pretending she doesn’t exist?” 

“T was just hearing her out,” Tedros fired back. “Sophie said she’d come 
with us if I gave her a second chance. With everything on the line, don’t 
you think that’s a worthy request?” 

“A second chance?” Agatha scoffed. “After all we’ve been through, 
after everything we said to each other in Hester’s room, now you want to 
try out another girl?” 

“You’re not getting it,” said Tedros, temper flaring. “Why can’t you 
ever trust me? Why can’t you trust us?” 

Rafal raised his brows. “And here I am asking the same of my queen. 
For the first time, I have something in common with an Everboy.” 

He grinned at the handsome prince and Tedros looked away. 

Silence fell between the two couples. Even the Storian faltered, unsure 
who was defending who anymore. 

“Don’t mind me,” Rafal prodded, smiling. “Who needs a villain when 
you three have each other?” 

“Ignore him, Agatha—” Tedros started. 

“If you want me to ‘trust us,’ then tell her, Tedros,” said Agatha quietly. 
“Tell Sophie I’m your princess forever. Right here. Right now.” 

Tedros looked at her, dejected, as if they were talking past each other. 

“You can’t do it, can you?” Agatha breathed. 

“Agatha, dear, I know we haven’t seen each other in a while,” Sophie 
jumped in, “but knowing the male species as well as I do, ultimatums only 
drive them awa—” 

“T’d rather have my throat slit than talk to you,” Agatha thrashed. 

Sophie shut up. 

“Agatha, I love you,” Tedros said, firm and clear. “But all Sophie wants 
is for me to think twice before we seal our Ever After, just like we’re asking 
her to do. That’s fair, isn’t it?” He turned to Sophie. “Promise me that if I 


give you a chance you’ll destroy the ring. Promise me you’ll destroy it as 
soon as we leave here.” 

Sophie waited for Rafal to get angry, to threaten her, but he looked 
oddly entertained. 

She nodded, distracted by Rafal’s smirk. “I promise.” 

Rafal snorted. 

“See?” Tedros pressed Agatha. “All I have to do is be willing to follow 
my heart and everything will end happily.” 

Agatha could see his frustration, as if she was the problem here, not 
him. It only rankled her more. “And what about my heart? Tedros, how can 
you stand there and look me in the eye and—” 

She froze, finally feeling the clarity of her prince’s blue stare. 

He was lying. 

Tedros was lying. 

The prince bound to his promises, bound to the truth, was lying for her. 

He was telling Sophie only what she wanted to hear. He’d do whatever 
he had to in order to rescue their best friend from Evil’s clutches and 
destroy that ring, including pretending to give Sophie a real chance at his 
heart. 

This whole time Tedros had been trying to tell her the stakes were worth 
it. A ring destroyed. Good heroes spared. Her best friend saved. Her prince 
still hers... 

And all Agatha had to do was go along with the lie. 

So much for being 100% Good, she thought, resisting tackling and 
kissing him right there. 

“Do you understand the terms?” her prince smiled, seeing the change in 
her face. 

“You'll give Sophie a chance and follow your heart . . .” Agatha smiled 
back, her face glowing. 

Sophie was beaming now too, glancing between them obliviously. 

“. . . straight to Camelot’s future queen,” said Tedros, eyes on Agatha. 

Agatha’s smile vanished. 

Queen. 

That word again. That word that never seemed real. 

From the moment they came back to the Woods, she’d put off thoughts 
of ever making it to Camelot, assuming Tedros and her would break up first 


or she’d die rescuing Sophie or the Woods would go dark and kill them all. 
Indeed, the closer they got to finding Sophie again, the more she’d fought 
with Tedros, as if unconsciously trying to tell them they couldn t ever get to 
Camelot. 

But here she was, on the cusp of her future as queen of the most famous 
kingdom ever known. As a queen who the people would judge so closely 
after Tedros’ mother failed them. As a queen who must restore the legend of 
her crown. 

And nothing standing in the way between her and that crown except one 
big little lie. 

Right then and there, in a moment where Agatha had accused Tedros of 
doubting their future, only to see he was, in fact, rock solid . . . it was she 
who suddenly had the doubts. 

Me. A queen? A real queen? 

Tedros saw her face darken and his smile dissipated too, as if he knew 
she’d stalled before the last hurdle. 

“Aggie?” said Sophie’s voice. 

Agatha looked up. 

“I still feel like his queen,” Sophie said, reading her expression. “Which 
means something in our story’s still wrong, isn’t it?” 

Agatha could see the unswerving belief in Sophie’s face and her gut 
twisted deeper. Something was wrong. For how could she and Tedros be 
The End if everything in her heart told her she’d never make a queen to 
Camelot, while everything in Sophie’s heart told her she would? 

Maybe that’s why she and Tedros never sealed their happy ending, 
Agatha thought. Because something was broken between them. And maybe 
that something couldn’t be fixed. Because that something was . . . her. 

“Mmmm, now it’s getting interesting, isn’t it?” said a chilling voice. 

All eyes went to the young School Master, his sensual lips in a twisted 
grin. 

“Evil’s queen, ladies and gentlemen, still vying for Good’s throne,” 
Rafal said, Excalibur’s blade reflecting him. “But trust her at your peril, 
because in the end, she’ll end up right back here, my ring on her finger, her 
heart belonging to me.” 

Sophie felt his placid stare and sweat trickled down her side. 


“You don’t know what will happen any more than we do, Rafal,” said 
Agatha, still looking at her best friend. 

“You're trying to talk reason to a murderer?” Tedros blurted. 

Agatha’s eyes never left Sophie. “Maybe she’s right, Tedros. Maybe we 
have to think twice about our happy ending if we’re ever going to find it.” 

Sophie looked at Agatha, stunned. 

Tedros brightened instantly. “Wait... Agatha, you’re saying that you're 
okay with Sophie’s terms? That you get what I’m proposing? That—” 

“— we question our happy ending, Tedros, just like you said,” spoke 
Agatha, still looking at Sophie. 

“That we all wipe the slate clean,” Sophie said eagerly, looking at 
Agatha. 

“The three of us,” said Agatha. “This time with no secrets, no hiding, no 
guilt. We go in with eyes wide open and let the truth lead us to The End. 
That's the only way we’ll know how each of us can be happy.” 

Tedros glanced between them, baffled. “Okay . . . this got a little deep 
for me...” He smiled lovingly at Agatha. “But I knew you’d understand.” 

Agatha smiled back at him sadly. 

He couldn't see she meant it for real. 

Midnight tolled from distant castles, a deadline come and gone. 

Agatha took a full breath, looking at her prince. “To new beginnings.” 

Tedros smiled at his princess. “New beginnings.” 

They both turned to Sophie. 

Sophie smiled at Tedros. “New beginnings.” 

The three students’ eyes held for just a moment . . . then all at once 
moved to Rafal. 

The young School Master’s smirk vanished. In a flash, he seized Agatha 
tighter to the sword, about to slice her throat— 

“Now!” Tedros yelled. 

Sophie shot Rafal’s hand with a scorching pink spell and he dropped 
Tedros’ sword in shock. Agatha caught it and rammed the hilt into his gut, 
sending him reeling into a bookcase, which crashed on top of him along 
with hundreds of colorful fairy tales. Agatha flipped Excalibur to Tedros, 
who slid the hilt into the back of his shorts, the flat of the blade against his 
spine. Instantly he, Sophie, and Agatha sprinted to the window and climbed 
onto the ledge— 





“We need to get to Merlin,” Tedros panted. “Mogrifying is our only 
chance!” 

“The School Master can fly, Tedros! He’ll catch us!” said Agatha, 
watching Rafal blast through the bookcase with magic. “We need 
something faster!” 

“You came in without a plan to get me out?” Sophie said, the sounds of 
the bookcase splintering behind them. 

“Was pretty sure we’d be dead by now,” puffed Tedros. “What's faster 
than mogrifying?” 

The bookcase over Rafal flew across the room, shattering against the 
opposite wall. 

“He’s c-c-coming,” Agatha stammered, spinning back to her friends. 
“We have to leave right no—” 

Her eyes bulged. Sweeping from the Woods towards the School 
Master’s tower was a sooty black cloud, boxy and elongated like a 
passenger train, and strangely moldy in texture. For a moment, she thought 
it was smoke from a distant fire, until she saw the familiar twinkles sewn 
into the cloud, glittering like... 

“Fairy dust?” Agatha said, agape. 

And indeed, now she, Sophie, and Tedros all glimpsed the shadow 
inside the fairy-dust cloud: a shadow with flowing purple robes and a cone- 
shaped hat, flying and flapping his arms as he steered towards the window. 

“If you don’t come to Merlin, Merlin comes to you,” the wizard 
trumpeted, bringing the cloud a few feet from the window ledge. “Quickly, 
children! Tink’s dust won’t last much longer!” 

Agatha glanced back and saw Rafal starting to rise. She spun to Sophie 
and Tedros. “We have to jump into the fairy dust!” 

“Jump?” Sophie squeaked, peering off the ledge. 

“On three!” said Agatha. “One...” 

“Two...,” said Tedros. 

“Three!” they yelled— 

Agatha and Tedros cannonballed into the thick of the cloud and felt a 
magic lightness buoy them into air, as if they’d lost all mass. As Merlin 
veered the cloud train towards the school gates, Agatha closed her eyes, 
abandoning to weightless flight. Tedros, meanwhile, couldn’t stop 
somersaulting in midair, like an asteroid knocked from its path. 


“How do I stop spinning!” Tedros howled. 

“Relax your buttocks, dear boy!” Merlin called back. 

Swimming through dust, Agatha grabbed on to the prince’s wrist, 
stopping his orbit. Tedros smiled gratefully . . . then frowned. 

“Where’s Sophie?” he asked. 

They twirled to see her standing on the windowsill, white as a ghost 
while the dust train floated away. 

“Sophie, what are you doing!” Agatha cried. 

“Jump now!” Tedros hollered. 

Terrified, Sophie inched closer to the ledge and suddenly felt aclamp on 
her left hand. She spun to see Rafal holding on to her, calmer than ever. 

“You’ll come back to me, Sophie,” he promised. “Leave now and you’ll 
come back, begging for forgiveness.” 

Sophie saw the cold confidence in his pupils, reflecting her scared face. 
His grip on her hardened, her hand weakening in his... 

“Sophie, come on!” a boy’s voice called. 

She turned and saw the golden, shirtless prince suspended in the sparkle 
cloud, beckoning her to his side . . . like the first day they ever met... 

“PIL never be your queen, Rafal,” Sophie whispered, a pink princess’s 
song swelling in her heart. She turned to the young School Master. 
“Because I'll be someone else’s.” 

Her pink fingertip glowed, lighting up TEDROS beneath Rafal’s golden 
ring. The School Master reddened in surprise, his hand slipping off his 
queen’s. Like a dove breaking free, Sophie leapt backwards out of his 
window, beaming radiantly as she floated into the last tail of glitterdust. 

Agatha and Tedros swam through twinkling soot and caught Sophie in 
their arms, the three of them drifting over the bay like flowers in a 
sandstorm, as Merlin helmed the dust train towards the school gates. 

Tedros draped his arms over the two levitating girls. “We’re together,” 
he marveled. “We’re actually together.” 

“And finally on the same side,” said Sophie, hugging him. 

Watching Sophie and Tedros as friends for the first time, Agatha smiled 
tightly, at once relieved and on edge... . until her face deadened. 

“What is it, Aggie?” Sophie asked. 

Agatha squinted at the beautiful, white-haired boy in the window, 
letting them escape. “He’s not chasing us. Why isn’t he chasing us?” 


“Ummm, because everyone else is?” said Tedros. 

The two girls spun to see two hundred undead villains exploding out of 
the School for Old: witches, warlocks, ogres, giants, and trolls roaring and 
shrieking like banshees and hurtling after the fairy-dust cloud. 

“Speed up, Merlin!” Agatha shouted at the wizard, who was turned 
away at the front of the cloud. 

“What, what? Can’t be feeding you now, child,” Merlin bellowed, 
sucking on a lemon lollipop. “Tink’s dust’s already lasted longer than I 
expected.” 

“Not feed! Speed!” Agatha blared. 

But now the dust train sputtered with an ominous hiss and broke apart 
like a weak mist, sending the three students parachuting on sooty wisps to 
the shore, barely clearing the corrosive bay. Shell-shocked, they looked up 
from the ground and saw Merlin flying towards the gates in a piece of 
cloud, blissfully unaware that he’d lost his passengers. 

Horrified, Agatha glanced back and saw the zombie army smashing 
towards them— 

“RUN!” she yelled, bolting up onto bare feet and hot stepping towards 
the gates. 

Sophie and Tedros thundered after her, the three of them waving and 
screaming at Merlin, trying to get his attention. 

“Why can’t he hear us!” Agatha shouted. 

“He’s old!” Tedros barked. 

Hobbling in her stilettos, Sophie lagged behind, an ogre within arm’s 
reach, before she slung off a high heel and pelted him in the head, sending 
him spinning into a three-troll pileup. Flinging her other heel into the 
pestilent bay, Sophie raced after her friends, who were so far ahead she 
could hardly see them. “Wait for me! Already the third wheel and we’re still 
at school!” 

Agatha and Tedros scampered side by side for the gates, whose green 
glow seeped through a patch of pine bushes. But as the gates came into full 
view, Agatha’s eyes bulged in horror. “They’re sealed, Tedros!” 

“Cause Merlin has Dovey’s wand!” he moaned. 

They craned up to see Merlin’s cloud wisp crossing over the towering 
school gates, about to abscond safely into the Woods. Aghast, Tedros 
unleashed a two-fingered whistle— 


Merlin flicked back a dismissive smile, only to see the caboose of his 
train missing and Tedros and Agatha on the ground inside the school gates. 

“The wand, Merlin!” Agatha hollered. “Use Dovey’s wand!” 

Merlin frantically pulled off his hat, rifling through ıt and yanking out 
champagne bottles, throw pillows, an empty birdcage— 

“God help us,” Tedros breathed. 

Agatha looked back and saw Captain Hook, Jack’s giant, and Red 
Riding Hood’s wolf closing in on Sophie, the latter’s jaws snapping at her 
behind. 

“Aggsgieee . . . Pm hallllluccinnattinnggg!” Sophie squealed. 
“Therrre’sss faaamous villlainnssss chassinngggg meeeee!!!” 

Agatha whipped back to Merlin. “Hurry, Merlin!” 

The wizard pulled out a bowl of cashews, a chain of rainbow Christmas 
lights—“Oooh, these are lovely!”—before he heard Sophie’s screams and 
glimpsed the wolf rip the hem of her dress as Sophie skidded towards her 
best friends, who were still trapped behind the gates. 

Pursing his lips, Merlin dug deeper into his hat, his arm all the way in, 
and fished out Professor Dovey’s wand with a relieved smile. “Goodness, 
this really should come with a case.” 

“MERLIN!” Agatha screeched. 

Merlin wheeled and stabbed Dovey’s wand at the glowing green gates, 
which slid open on command— 

Tedros swept Agatha through in his arms and they collapsed together 
face-first into dirt. 

“Close the gates!” Tedros wheezed at Merlin. 

“No!” Agatha yelled. 

Because Sophie was still bungling towards the opening, the wolf 
shredding more of her clothes with every second, and the rest of the villain 
army nipping at the wolf’s heels, poised to stampede through the gate with 
Sophie. “DON’T STAND THERE LIKE LUMPS!” she shrieked at her 
friends. “DOOOO SOMETHINGGGG!” 

Tedros drew his sword, but it was shaking in his hand. “There’s too 
many of them!” he said to Agatha, watching Merlin awkwardly trying to 
turn his cloud around. “They’ll tear us apart!” 

Agatha saw Merlin flash the same panicked expression, because the 
prince was right. By the time Merlin turned, the villains would be picking 
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their bones. The three of them needed a place to disappear . . . a place the 
villains couldn’t get to ... a cave or a tunnel or a— 

“Wait!” she cried, waving at the wizard. “Your cloak!” 

This time, Merlin understood. He stripped off his purple robe, hurled it 
into the air like a kite, and with Dovey’s wand, shot it down like a comet 
into Agatha’s hands. 

Standing in the gate opening, Agatha flung open Merlin’s cloak like a 
bullfighter, the childish stitching of a night sky shimmering in the 
moonlight. She and Tedros climbed into the wizard’s cloak, half their 
bodies magically disappearing into the silk, before the two Evers gripped on 
to the collar with both hands, like miners about to drop into a cave. 

“Sophie, hurry!” Agatha shouted, holding open the cloak lining. 

Sophie staggered through grass towards the gate opening, the wolf 
clawing into her petticoat, a giant about to throttle her from the left, Captain 
Hook hacking at her from the right— 

Only there was another shadow coming from the other side of the shore 
... tall, muscular, and astonishingly fast, smashing out of the trees. “Oh my 
God! He’s coming!” she choked, as she raced towards the magic cloak, 
waving madly at Tedros and Agatha. “Help! The School Master’s coming!” 

But it wasn’t the School Master at all. 

It was a pallid, dark-haired boy, weasel-quick and charging towards 
Sophie, black eyes aflame. 

Agatha gasped. “Hort, no!” 

Forces collided into the cloak, knocking Agatha into free fall. Losing 
consciousness, she looked up in horror as four bodies, not three, tumbled 
through a starry purple sky... 

Then a blast of white sun blinded her and the universe went dark. 
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Peer Pressure 


Sophie dreamt of the strange man again. 

She was in the same pitch-black tunnel, her path barred by the towering 
gold ring. 

Only this time something waited for her beyond the ring. It was Tedros, 
a king’s crown of silver and diamonds upon his head. Bathed in sunlight, he 
stood before a white-rose altar in a royal blue jacket, the spires of Camelot 
rising behind him. Between his hands shimmered a matching queen’s 
diadem, casting sun flares on his cheeks. The young king met Sophie’s eyes 
and smiled. 

Sophie lost her breath, gazing at the crown in his hand. 

This was it. 

Her heart’s wish come true. 





All she had to do was destroy the School Master’s ring. 

Without thinking, Excalibur was suddenly in Sophie’s hands, the 
jeweled hilt warm against her clammy fingers. Lifting the blade over her 
shoulder, she crept towards the giant gold circle... 

But as she drew closer, she saw a familiar reflection in its broad surface, 
blocking her from her prince. It was the dark, fiendish man she’d seen once 
before, with untamed hair, skin like rawhide, and a bulbous nose. 

Sophie bared her teeth at him, undaunted. She hoisted Excalibur higher, 
poised to shatter the ring and the stranger inside it— 

But the man’s eyes stopped her cold: two onyx pools, dead and devil- 
like, as if daring her to strike. 

Sophie’s hands weakened on the sword. 

“W-w-who are you?” she whispered. 

The stranger grinned cryptically. 

Paralyzed, Sophie looked between Tedros and the devil man... 
between a queen’s crown and a gold ring... 

Do it! 

Do it now! 

With a rousing cry, she raised the blade over the ring— 

Two hands stabbed out and caught Sophie by the neck. 

As she choked, the dark man smiled sadly from inside the ring, as if 
she’d given him no choice. 

Then his eyes turned punishing and he ripped out her throat. 


Agatha woke, gripped with terror, wheezing for air. Peeking down at her 
black-and-green uniform, it took her a few frantic breaths before she 
realized she was still alive and sopped in sweat on a hard, thin mattress. She 
looked up, but her surroundings were washed out by blinding red-orange 
light. 

Camelot, Agatha panicked, shielding her eyes. 

I’m in Camelot. 

She squinted into the fiery glow— 

A fat face shoved into it, splotched with rouge and emanating bacon 
breath. 

“I ate your breakfast and there ain't no more, so don’t bother asking,” 
Cinderella spat and trundled away. 


Agatha jolted to her knees to see she was back at League Headquarters, 
the burnt-red glare coming from a sliver of sunrise through the cave hole. 
The muggy, dusty den was a hive of activity, with all thirteen League 
members packing up and stripping the cave bare, readying for a company 
move. On one side, Hansel and Gretel were magically storing furniture in 
Merlin’s hat, Peter Pan and Tinkerbell were stuffing a dozen satchels with 
snacks and tins of water, and Pinocchio and Red Riding Hood were 
scrubbing the last of the breakfast plates clean. On the other side, Yuba 
studied a spread of open storybooks, Princess Uma and the White Rabbit 
swept up scraps of black satin scattered on the floor, and Jack and Briar 
Rose pretended to be working while huddling over a notebook, finalizing 
their wedding guest list. 

Amidst all this chaos, Hort lingered in front of the moth-eaten curtain 
shrouding the far cave wall. He was eerily still, biceps folded over his chest, 
as if standing guard over something. He met Agatha’s gaze for just a 
moment, then narrowed his eyes coolly and glanced away. 

Meanwhile, near Cinderella’s mirror, Merlin was having an intense 
conversation with Tedros, who looked clean in taut white breeches and a 
cerulean shirt, the laces open down his smooth, bronzed chest, marred by a 
long scar near the heart. Agatha noticed Excalibur sheathed at the prince’s 
waist, while Sophie was nowhere to be seen. 

“What's going on?” said Agatha, approaching the prince. 

Tedros turned, his stare brilliant and blank. “I’m sorry. Do I know you?” 

Agatha gaped at him. 

“I’m Tedros of Camelot, Heir to Arthur Pendragon, Guardian of Good, 
and Eligible Bachelor, seeking my future queen.” He extended his hand. 
“And you would be.. .” 

Agatha didn’t take his hand. “Bachelor?” 

“You wanted a ‘New Beginning,’ remember,” Tedros joked, irritated she 
wasn’t playing along. 

Agatha felt sick, the events of last night flooding back. Her prince had 
thought she was in on the lie to pretend to question their happy ending... 
when deep down, Agatha knew they should be questioning it. She didn’t 
want to be a queen. She wanted an ordinary life, away from the spotlight 
and people judging her and the pressures of having to look and act a certain 
way. That’s all she’d ever wanted since she was a child in Gavaldon, 


condemned by its people as a “witch” and a “freak.” Besides, who was she 
kidding? She couldn’t be queen of a potato sack, let alone King Arthur’s 
Camelot! Not without disappointing its people, who deserved a real queen 
who would restore the kingdom to glory. Not without disappointing its new 
king most of all. 

“Right. Sure,” she said, stiff as a board. “New beginning.” 

Tedros saw her making eye contact with everything but him. “Look, 
Agatha. Don’t worry. Everything’s fine. I just have to pretend to give 
Sophie a chance. So on that note . . .” He bowed dramatically. “Lovely to 
meet you Agatha of Woods Beyond, Daughter of Callis, and Friend of 
Sophie. I look forward to seeing whether you’ll indeed make an acceptable 
queen.” He kissed her hand and winked. 

Agatha yanked her hand away reflexively. 

Tedros gave her an odd look. 

“If you two are finished with your adolescent theatrics, can we get back 
to saving lives?” a voice snapped. 

Agatha turned to see Merlin glaring blackly. 

“Lovely. Now, Agatha, because of your quick thinking last night, you 
managed to hide your friends in the Celestium, from where I magically 
transported all of you to League Headquarters,” said the wizard. “You took 
quite a blow to your head in the process, so you were hardly coherent and 
desperately in need of rest. Indeed, you and Tedros had broken into Evil’s 
fortress and accomplished everything I’d asked: namely, to find Sophie and 
Excalibur and extricate them both safely. I know how dangerous both these 
missions were, but we had no choice. Since Sophie’s kiss brought the 
School Master back to life, only Sophie could undo that kiss by destroying 
his ring. But now that we are in possession of Sophie, the ring, and the 
sword, she could finally send him and his Dark Army to their graves, and 
the three of you would be on your way to Camelot, your storybook closed.” 

Merlin paused. “But I’m afraid there’s been a change of plans,” he said 
to Agatha. “As you fell asleep last night, you whispered that our League 
wasn’t safe—that ‘they knew where we were.’ I knew better than to 
question your babbling, given I’d witnessed the army of famous villains 
that chased you out of school. So we must move from our Headquarters 
immediately. The League will split up and hide throughout the Woods, 


while I escort you, Tedros, Sophie, and that surly, overmuscled Neverboy to 
a safe house where the four of you won’t be found.” 

“Hort? We’re taking Hort?” said Agatha, trying to keep up. “And why 
do we have to hide at all? Ifthe School Master is dead, the League can all 
return safely to their kingdoms just like you said, and Sophie, Tedros, and I 
can— 

She saw Merlin’s and Tedros’ faces. 

“Change of plans.” 

Agatha’s stomach dropped. “The School Master’s not dead?” 

Tedros shook his head. 

“Sophie still has the ring?” said Agatha. 

Tedros nodded. 

“Sophie’s still wearing the ring?” said Agatha. 

Tedros bit his lip. 

“How is that possible!” Agatha exploded. “Did anyone talk to her! Did 
anyone tell her what’s at stake?” 

“Ha!” Hansel pipped, rolling by. 

Merlin smiled tightly at Agatha. “We tried this morning, dear. The entire 
League tried.” He eyed Uma sweeping up the scraps of black satin. “Let’s 
just say Sophie won’t be destroying the School Master’s ring anytime 
soon.” 

“T don’t understand—” Agatha pressed. “She promised to do it once we 
left school!” 

“Put it this way,” said Tedros. “Last night, Sophie beat Hort with any 
utensil in the kitchen she could find, saying he’d ruined everything by 
coming with us and he better scram before she put the rolling pin up his you 
know what. But ever since we tried to make her destroy the ring, well, not 
only won’t she destroy it, but now it seems she isn’t in such a hurry to get 
rid of Hort after all.” 

Agatha followed the prince’s eyes to the buff, black-haired boy standing 
sentinel in front of a curtained cave wall... and a human-sized lump in the 
curtain behind him. 

“It’s why he’s coming with us,” Tedros said grimly. “She says he’s her 
bodyguard.” 


Hort barred her path. “Can I help you?” 


“I need to talk to her, Hort. Now,” Agatha commanded. 

“No visitors,” said Hort. 

“Sophie, tell the ape to move!” Agatha barked over his shoulder. 

“Are we going to talk about the ring?” squeaked Sophie behind the 
curtain. 

“Obviously!” 

“Then no.” 

Hort grinned at Agatha, bangs jagged against his forehead like lightning 
bolts. 

Agatha glowered witheringly. “Tried to be her roommate, tried to be her 
best friend, and now you're her slave. Nice muscles by the way. If only a 
hot body cured spinelessness and servility.” 

Hort thrust his face in hers, flashing sharp, yellow teeth. “As soon as 
she’s ready, I’m taking her back to the School for Evil where she belongs,” 
he hissed, lowering his voice so Sophie wouldn’t hear. “She’s not staying 
here with these weird old fogeys or anywhere near that... that... 
dingleweed.” He locked eyes with Tedros across the room and spat in his 
direction. Tedros made an obscene gesture at him. 

But Agatha was still gazing at Hort’s jacked-up torso and edgy haircut, 
her face softening in astonishment. “You really think you still have a chance 
with her, don’t you? That’s why you chased her. That’s why you’re still 
here.” 

Hort blinked back, as if she’d seen him naked. Then he sneered 
savagely. “If you don’t get out of my reach in the next three seconds, I’1]—” 

“Hort, dearest?” Sophie’s voice fluttered softly. “You can let Aggie 
through. But tell her she has to bring me new clothes and some nail polish.” 

Agatha barreled by Hort, elbowing him in the sternum, and threw open 
the curtain to find Sophie shivering against the wall, black gown torn to 
shreds, cheeks pale, hair rumpled, and makeup smeared all over her like a 
madwoman in an attic. 

“If only the role of Bride of Frankenstein hadn’t already been played,” 
said Agatha. 

“Aggie, my darling! My poopsie! You don’t know what it was like!” 
cried Sophie, collapsing into her arms. “I never said I wouldn’t do it. All I 
said is I needed a little time. And then they descended on me like wolves! 
Here I am, tickled pink to meet my childhood heroes, and instead Tinkerbell 


is stinging me, shrieking like a dog whistle, Hansel and Gretel are goosing 
me with wheelchairs and yammering in that Teutonic accent, Peter Pan is 
jabbing me with a cane and lecturing me on civic responsibility, and even 
Merlin—Merlin, who in storybooks is wise and just and kind—shoves 
Excalibur into my hands as the others yank and peck at me like magpies, 
trying to get the ring off my finger! And then! Then! That monstrous 
Cinderella corners me, stinking of a mummy untombed, and threatens in no 
uncertain terms to sit on me! Yes, you heard me, Agatha. A legendary 
princess threatening to put her voluminous buttocks upon my face and keep 
them there until I smash the ring. And you wonder why I find old people so 
repulsive! Well, now that ring is staying on my finger until kingdom come, 
you hear me? I will not reward bullying, terrorism, and worst of all, poor 
manners!” 

Agatha was long used to Sophie’s overblown monologues, but this one 
even left her pop-eyed. 

“Sophie,” Agatha said, attempting to collect herself. “Their lives are at 
stake. All of our lives are at stake. The School Master is rewriting famous 
fairy tales so Evil wins. Every old story Evil makes new brings him and his 
army one step closer to Gavaldon. That's where he’ll destroy Good once 
and for all.” 

“Gavaldon? What does the School Master want with Gavaldon?” 
Sophie asked, picking at a plate of bacon on the floor. “Do you think I can 
trade this for a kale omelet?” 

“Sophie!” Agatha seized her friend’s shoulders. “This is a boy who 
stabbed you through the heart, nearly hacked Tedros in half, came back 
from the grave, and has a school of two hundred undead villains fighting for 
him. It doesn’t matter what the School Master wants with Gavaldon. We 
don’t want to find out.” 

Sophie gulped. 

“So listen, poopsie. Pm going to get Excalibur and you're going to 
smash that ring just like you promised,” Agatha said firmly. “Right here and 
now, with no one watching but me. Got it?” She grabbed the curtain to 
leave— 

“I can’t.” 

Agatha let go of the curtain. 


“I can’t do it, Aggie,” Sophie whispered behind her. There was a steel to 
her voice, the frippery and friendliness gone. 

Agatha slowly turned. 

Sophie’s face was a strange, tense mask, as if she’d prepared for this 
moment but was struggling how to play it. 

“This isn’t about manners, is it?” said Agatha. 

Sweat beaded Sophie’s brow. “I have dreams, Aggie. Dreams of this. . . 
man. A devil-faced man who I’ve never seen before. But if I try to destroy 
the ring, he kills me.” 

“Dreams? That’s what’s stopping you?” Agatha groaned in relief. She’d 
been sure it was something far worse. 

“No, Aggie. This man in the dreams knows me. I can see it in his eyes,” 
Sophie said, her voice still unsteady. “He’s telling me I can’t destroy the 
ring. At least not yet.” 

“It’s just a dream, Sophie. Dreams aren't real.” 

“Before I ever came to school, I dreamed a beautiful, frost-haired boy 
would love me and that was real. I dreamed of you as my Nemesis and that 
was real too,” said Sophie. “Dreams aren't just dreams, Agatha. Not in this 
world.” 

Agatha took in Sophie”s anguished face. “So what are you telling me, 
then.” 

Sophie caressed the ring on her finger. “I know why the man stops me. 
He wants me to make sure it’s right. Just like you and I agreed to make sure 
it’s right back at school. Once I know it’s right, I can destroy the ring.” 

“You’re blathering, Sophie,” said Agatha, exasperated. “Once you know 
what's right—” 

But now she saw Sophie wasn’t caressing the ring on her finger. Sophie 
was caressing the name tattooed beneath it. 

TEDROS. 

Tedros. 

Tedros. 

Slowly Agatha’s eyes widened, the rules ofthe game dawning on her. 

Sophie would destroy the School Master’s ring only once she had the 
thing worth destroying it for. 

And not before. 

“Aggle?” 


Agatha looked up and saw Sophie watching Tedros through a slit in the 
curtain. 

“It must have been hard to let your prince go. But it was your idea to 
start over, wasn’t it? You agreed to give Tedros up. You agreed to give the 
three of us a clean slate to find love,” Sophie said defensively. “And now all 
can still come to a happy end, Aggie . . . because of you.” 

Agatha’s heart stoppered her throat. “It doesn’t matter what I agreed. 
You promised to destroy the ring as soon as we left school—” 

Sophie turned back to Agatha. “I'll destroy the ring. Ill kill Rafal like I 
promised. And all your Good friends, Old and New, will be safe forever,” 
she said. “But I need Tedros to give me a chance like he promised. I need 
him to... kiss me. Because once he kisses me, he’ll know I’m his queen.” 

Agatha couldn’t speak, for she understood perfectly. 

To save Good, she had to help Sophie kiss her prince. 

To save Good, she had to help her best friend take her Ever After. 

“But—but that’s cheating!” Agatha fought, anger swelling. “You think 
you can blackmail me? What about what I want? What Tedros wants? You 
can’t change what people feel!” 

Sophie held her gaze. “I love you so much, Agatha. And I know how 
much you love Teddy. ... But you? A queen?” 

Agatha’s anger seeped away. 

“I saw the way you looked at him in that tower, Aggie,” said Sophie. 
“You won't have Tedros to yourself anymore as a queen. You'll have to 
share him with an entire kingdom for the rest of your life. Just think: 
thousands of eyes on you, every second of every day, watching your every 
move, picking out every flaw, telling you that you aren’t good enough... . 
Everyone will have their claws out for you, like Gavaldon all over again, 
only a thousand times worse. Tedros will spend every waking moment 
defending why he chose you as his queen instead of doing real Good as 
king. You’ll close yourself off to protect him. You’ll doubt whether he’s 
happy. And it'll only be a matter of time before Tedros doubts you too. The 
tension will fester, the two of you at each other’s throats, forgetting why 
you ever thought you were in love at all. And before long, Aggie, you’ll 
steal away from Camelot in the middle of the night and set yourself free— 
just like Guinevere did, leaving your king all alone. Imagine what that 
would do to Tedros. To end up like his father, lonely and humiliated. It’d 





kill him.” Sophie moved closer. “You can’t be his queen, Agatha. You don’t 
want to be. For his sake.” 

Agatha recoiled, breathless. “This isn’t about me—this is about the ring 
... about your promise—” 

Sophie touched her shoulder. “I know you’ll want to tell him all of this. 
Maybe he’ll even lie for you and pretend to give me a chance... but PH 
know if he’s faking it, Aggie. Pl know if his kiss is for real. So if you want 
the ring destroyed, I need you to help me win his heart—” 

Agatha spun away, lurching for the curtain, but Sophie held her back. 
“When our storybook closes, you’ll see this is how it was meant to be from 
the beginning. Tedros and me, King and Queen of Camelot. You, our 
faithful friend and savior of Good, happy on your own like you used to be,” 
she said. “I know what you must be thinking. That I’m still a witch. That 
I’m still Evil. But how else can three people have a happy ending? You 
never wanted to be a princess like I did. You never wanted a fairy tale or a 
boy’s love or anything to do with boys at all. That’s when you were 
happiest, Aggie. Never caring what people thought of you, never doubting 
yourself, never answering to anyone but yourself. ... Don’t you see? This 
is how each of us gets what matters most to us. This is the ending that feels 
right. The last Ever After to our fairy tale.” She reached up, fingers shaking, 
and stroked her friend’s cheek. “Look at me, Agatha .. .” 

“Get away from me—” Agatha gasped, strangling for air. She broke free 
and fumbled at the curtains, grasping at the opening, only to tangle up in the 
fabric and crash through, face-planting in cave sand. 

“Coulda talked louder for us,” Peter Pan’s voice grouched. 

Agatha wiped away sand to see the entire League gathered behind 
Hort’s body barrier, pretending not to eavesdrop. 

“Old people don’t have the best of ears, dear,” Riding Hood chided. 
“Couldn’t hear a word.” 

The others murmured agreement. 

Then Agatha glimpsed Merlin in the far corner, tight-faced and tugging 
at his beard. Maybe no one else in the League had gleaned her and Sophie’s 
conversation. But the wizard heard everything. 

“So?” asked a deep voice. 

It was Tedros, smiling hopefully next to Princess Uma. 

“Is Sophie ready to do it?” he asked. “Is she ready to destroy the ring?” 


Agatha saw him smile wider, convinced she’d accomplished what he 
couldn’t. For all their fights and failings, her prince still trusted her more 
than he trusted himself. Agatha’s heart melted. In this single, terrible 
moment, she loved him more than ever before. 

Tedros saw the change in her face and his smile wavered. “Or... are 
we moving on to new hideouts?” 

Over his shoulder, Agatha could see Yuba the Gnome tacking 
storybooks to the far wall. More old tales, at least ten of them, open to their 
last pages, new endings illuminated. Fair princesses slain, valiant princes 
gutted, clever children eaten... 

Agatha’s legs jellied. 

The School Master was working faster now. 

Old villains were on the hunt. 

Agatha lowered her eyes to the League of Thirteen, all watching her 
intently—the greatest heroes of Good, in mortal danger of losing everything 
they’d worked for to Evil. 

Was her Ever After worth all of theirs? 

Was her own happiness worth so many lives? 

And would she even be happy if she fought Sophie for Tedros? 

Just like Guinevere, a voice echoed. 

Just like Guinevere. 

A sparkle of green distracted her from her thoughts, and in Cinderella’s 
mirror Agatha spotted the reflection of a single emerald eye spying on 
Tedros through the curtain. 

Old villains on the hunt indeed. 

Agatha waited for the fire to burn inside of her . . . the mettle to fight 
Sophie for her prince... 

But it never came. 

For as Agatha looked at thirteen heroes who needed her, she knew 
Sophie was right. She couldn’t risk their lives by striving for a crown she 
doubted to her very core... for a kingdom she would inevitably fail . . . for 
a king who would see he’d made a terrible mistake. 

How could she fight for something her heart didn’t even want? 
Especially when there was a greater fight to be won? 

It’s why Sophie had known all along that Agatha would agree to her 
terms. 


Because Agatha could never be Tedros’ queen, no matter how much she 
loved him. 

And because Sophie knew that deep, deep down, in the pit of her soul, 
Agatha was Good. And when put to the test, Agatha would sacrifice 
everything to stay true to that Good. 

Even if it meant surrendering her battle to win the war. 

Even if it meant giving up her prince. 

Even if it meant her prince giving up her. 

Slowly Agatha looked up at Tedros, holding back tears. 

“We’re moving on,” she said. 


res 22 a 


Everything Old Is New Again 


By the time the weak warmth of sunrise left League Headquarters, the 
League was gone too. 

Agatha stood with Merlin under a fungus-infected oak a few paces from 
the entrance hole, watching twelve old heroes go their separate ways into 
the Woods, satchels of clothes, food, and drink weighing down their backs. 
Peter Pan, Tinkerbell, and Cinderella journeyed to the west, Pinocchio and 
Red Riding Hood to the east, Jack and Briar Rose to the north, and Uma, 
Yuba, and the White Rabbit to the south, with Hansel and Gretel wheeling 
their rickety chairs behind them. 





Tedros sidled up to Agatha. “Just when I was starting to feel fond of the 
old farts,” he said, shivering in his unlaced shirt. “You think we’ll ever see 
them again, Merlin?” 

“I hope so, dear boy. Because it will mean we’re still alive,” said the 
wizard, pulling two black cloaks from his hat and handing him one. “In the 
meantime, there are bigger questions to be answered.” Merlin fixed subtly 
on Agatha. “Like when Sophie will destroy the ring.” 

“What do you think she’s waiting for?” Tedros asked, struggling to 
button his tight cloak. “Um, are you sure this one’s mine?” 

Agatha stared at Merlin, silently asking whether they should tell Tedros 
the truth. Tell him Sophie had lied about destroying the ring. Tell him she 
wouldn’t kill the School Master until he kissed her and saw what he’d been 
missing... until he took her as Camelot’s queen .... 

But Merlin pressed his lips together, his eyes dulling, and Agatha knew 
what the wizard was thinking. 

Sophie had warned her. She’d know if Tedros was faking his interest 
before he ever said a word. And if she did... there’d be no way back. 

No, thought Agatha. If Sophie was to destroy the ring, she’d have to get 
Tedros for real. 

Her gut twisted tighter. 

Meaning Tedros has to fall in love with her for real. 

“Well?” Tedros pushed, subduing his last button with a growl. “What is 
she waiting for?” 

Your lips on hers, Agatha thought. Your lips that kissed me on hers, your 
lips that taste like vanilla clouds on hers, your lips you vowed to me 
“Forever” on hers. 

Agatha turned. “She needs a safe place where she can rest and think,” 
she said quickly. “That’s what all of us need, to be honest.” 

“Relax, worrywart,” said Tedros, massaging her shoulder. “I know 
you’re not much of a liar, but this isn’t grand theater. Just act insecure 
around me, like you don’t know if you can be happy as my queen, and I’ ll 
act like I’m struggling to choose between you and her.” 

Agatha stared at him. 

“M, you said the safe house is beyond the Frostplains?” Tedros asked. 
“That’s a two-day journey northeast.” 


“And the trail’s quite narrow through the Never Lands,” Merlin added. 
“Given there are four of you now, we certainly can’t travel in a pack with 
the Dark Army on the hunt . . .” He looked at Agatha keenly. “Which means 
we'll have to travel two by two, with each pair a good ways behind to avoid 
drawing attention.” 

“Fair enough,” Tedros surmised, clutching Agatha by the wrist. “You 
lead the way, M, and Ill walk with—” 

“Yoo-hoo, here I am!” 

Tedros and Agatha spun to see two muscular arms thrust Sophie out of 
the cave hole like a dancer bursting out of a birthday cake. She bustled 
towards them in a belly-baring fire-red blouse, a black leather miniskirt, a 
billowing bearskin coat, and baby-pink fur booties. 

Tedros’ cloak buttons popped open. 

Agatha dropped her satchel. 

“Sorry, darlings, I needed time to wash this morning out of my hair. 
Managed a bit of creative costuming with the curtain fabric, den rugs, and 
Cinderella’s sewing kit. Turns out that hulk of a woman is willing to trade 
anything for leftover bacon,” Sophie vamped as Hort crawled out of the 
cave behind her. “Now, what were you saying about pairing off? I 
remember when Teddy and I sat on a balcony over the Blue Forest and he 
told me about all these beautiful sights in the Woods. I was a boy then, of 
course. But now I’m a girl and he can show them to me firsthand—” 

She stopped because she could see the prince trying not to look at her. 

“It’s the clothes, isn’t it?” she said, blushing. “I just thought it’s been a 
while since I could actually be myself—” 

“No. You look really, really good. Trust me,” Tedros said, forcing eye 
contact. “But I’m pairing up with Agatha. Merlin can set the pace ahead of 
us and you can follow with the weasel at a distance. He is your bodyguard, 
isn’t he?” 

Sophie’s face fell. “Oh yes, that does makes sense, doesn’t it?” 

She looked at Agatha for the first time since they’d met behind the 
curtain. But there was no apology on Sophie’s face, no sign of the guilt- 
racked Sophie who’d tried to justify taking her prince. Instead, Sophie 
gazed hopefully at Agatha, as if they were old friends working towards a 
new goal. 


“It's just... ,” Sophie started, “I’m quite sure Agatha would prefer you 
walk with me.” 

“What?” Tedros snorted. 

Agatha glared back at Sophie, suppressing the instinct to bash her head 
with a rock. Because Agatha knew Sophie was right: this was the decisive 
moment. If Sophie walked the trail alone with Tedros, then by the time they 
reached the safe house in two days, she could be that much closer to earning 
his kiss. That much closer to killing the School Master. 

That is, as long as Tedros wasn’t still holding on to his old princess. 

“Agatha?” Tedros said, frowning. 

She could see Merlin’s eyes on her between Sophie and the prince. She 
couldn’t dare waver. It was like a bandage. She had to commit to the pain 
and rip it off. 

“Yes,” she said on a breath. “Take Sophie with you, Tedros. PI keep 
Merlin company.” 

Tedros’ cheeks pinked, like an instant sunburn. “But Merlin loves to be 
alone! It doesn’t make any sense. Agatha, this is two days in the toughest 
part of the Woods, with villains on the loose and sleeping in close quarters 
and protecting each other from whatever we might face—” 

Agatha’s expression didn’t change. Tedros grabbed her by the arm, 
hissing in her ear so Sophie couldn’t hear: “Listen, I know we said to 
pretend, but this is going too far! I’m your prince and I’m not letting you 
out of my sight. We need to be together—” 

Agatha pulled away. 

Now Tedros saw it in her face. That same halting expression he’d seen 
in the tower. 

“Oh my God. You meant it for real, didn’t you? You’re questioning our 
happy ending for real,” he whispered, his eyes wide. “But we’re so close— 
Camelot’s waiting for us—” 

Agatha tried not to look at him, focusing instead on Sophie behind him 

. on the ring circling her finger . . . on the thousand of Good lives 
depending on that ring. “You and I had our time together, Tedros, and Pm 
not sure me being your queen will make either of us happy,” she forced, 
turning from him so Sophie would hear. “Sophie took a lethal risk to leave 
school with you. You and she need space to get to know each other again.” 


Stunned, Tedros looked at ravishing Sophie, ogling him with a 
princess’s ardor . . . then at Agatha, rigid in her black cloak. “You can’t 
mean that!” he fought back. “You don’t want all of Camelot to see you 
standing next to me in your crown? You don’t want to be the face of a 
kingdom as its rightful queen?” 

Agatha shook her head. “No,” she rasped. “I don’t.” 

It wasn’t even a lie. 

Tedros’ hurt froze to ice. He matched her expression, stiff and guarded. 
“You’re right. Maybe Sophie and I do need some time together,” he said, 
and took Sophie’s arm tight under his, his eyes searing Agatha the whole 
time. “Come on, Sophie. Let’s go.” 

Sophie couldn’t have looked happier. She smiled at Agatha gratefully— 
the same smile she had first year when Agatha promised to help her get 
Tedros’ kiss. 

Agatha didn’t smile back. She plowed ahead on the trail so brusquely 
that Merlin had to hike up his robes and scurry after her. 

As Sophie and Tedros dropped behind, Agatha could hear Sophie’s 
voice lowered: “Odd that Aggie still calls you Tedros. Would have thought 
you two would have nicknames by now...” 

Agatha pumped her legs faster so she wouldn’t hear Tedros’ answer. 

Near the cave hole, Hort gaped at all this in horror. 

“HIM? You're going with him?” he screeched, losing his rebel-cool 
facade. “What about me?” 

“You follow behind us and ward off danger, darling!” Sophie called, 
without turning. “That’s what bodyguards do.” 

Hort’s chest puffed up, his rage about to blow, but it was too late. 

Sophie was already cozied up to another boy—a boy Hort had come all 
this way to save her from—leaving the weasel alone in the dust. 


Agatha peeked over her shoulder. 

She’d checked a thousand times in the past four hours, trying to gauge if 
it was going well, but they were a mile back now, tiny halo-haired figurines 
against a misty, mustard-colored bog. She needed Sophie to destroy that 
ring. She needed Sophie to hold up her end of the bargain, after she’d 
forced Tedros to give her a chance. 

But what if Sophie ruined it? 


Suddenly Agatha felt like the old Agatha: the Agatha who’d studied 
spellbooks and fed Sophie lines as a cockroach and moved mountains to get 
Tedros to kiss her best friend and send them home. But her plans had failed 
then and it would fail now, if the new Sophie acted anything like the old 
Sophie. Because Tedros wouldn’t kiss that Sophie, then or now. 

Agatha anxiously glanced back again — 

She trıpped badly, her new boots slipping off the wet path into a marsh 
of black water. A rıbbon of saw grass snapped against her cheeks like a 
whip. Gritting her teeth, she climbed back onto the muddy trail through the 
mossy, yellowed Boglands, chasing after Merlin, who had grown so 
impatient with her distracted lagging that he was no longer waiting for her. 

But Agatha’s mind couldn’t stop churning. On the one hand, she and 
Merlin needed Tedros to kiss Sophie. On the other hand, she could puke at 
the idea of Tedros kissing that lying, back-stabbing, double-crossing— 

Pain pricked her ribs, a twinge Agatha felt when her thoughts went 
wrong. 

She’d been demonizing Sophie as the old Sophie, the Evil-witch 
Sophie, still scheming for a prince. But had she tried to see the story from 
Sophie’s point of view? Behind the curtain in the cave, Sophie had looked 
so regretful, as if she knew what she was doing was wrong. Yet, as Sophie 
pointed out, all of this was Agatha’s fault to begin with. She’d given Tedros 
a Clean slate in the tower, even if Tedros hadn’t known it at the time. She’d 
given all of them a clean slate when she’d balked at being queen. And with 
a clean slate, Sophie had done what anyone with a second chance at their 
fairy tale would do, just like those undead villains in the School for Old. 
They’d gone back to the moment in their story when things went awry. 

And Sophie’s moment was when she’d almost won Tedros’ kiss two 
years ago, only to lose it. 

All this time, Agatha had believed that she and Tedros were the true 
loves in this fairy tale. That Sophie was never meant to get the prince’s kiss 
their first year. 

But what if she’s right? Agatha thought. What if Sophie is Tedros’ true 
love and we made a wrong turn? What if Tedros was never meant to be with 
me? 

Agatha’s chest hollowed. Her face softened with understanding. The 
only way she’d ever know is if she let Sophie and Tedros be together. If she 


didn’t hate Sophie for trying to be his queen, but instead gave her that 
chance, just as Agatha had promised her in the School Master’s tower. For a 
month Agatha had Tedros to herself, which turned out to be a lumpy, 
potholed stretch of tension and misunderstandings, with a cloudy and 
doubt-riddled future. She’d had her turn at being happy with him and 
couldn’t find The End. Now it was Sophie’s turn. 

And if their kiss is real? If his name on her skin is right? 

If Tedros is really Sophie 5 true love? 

Agatha held her breath. 

Then I’m meant to be alone. 

She stopped in her tracks and looked over her shoulder, but she couldn’t 
see Sophie and Tedros at all now against the waterlogged landscape. 

“Dear girl, it will be a very long road if you spend more time looking 
backwards than forward.” 

Agatha turned to see Merlin far ahead on the trail. Veiled in fog, with a 
severe countenance, floppy cone hat, and a walking stick in hand, he looked 
like the Great White Wizard of epic storybooks, who had all the answers. 
Then a wasp landed on his nose and he fled up the path, shooing and 
cursing at it, his robes riding up over lime-green socks. 

Agatha exhaled. Either Merlin had gotten too old to be a Great White 
anything or she’d gotten too old to believe in answers at all. 

“What will happen to the League members?” she asked when they were 
side by side again. “Yuba was putting up more storybooks—all of them had 
new endings—” 

“Eleven. Eleven more dead, including Jack Horner, Puss in Boots, and 
Anya, the Little Mermaid, all found in ripe old age and dispatched by 
Nemeses returned from the grave,” said Merlin gravely, wiping his fogged- 
up spectacles. “It was only a matter of time before the Dark Army began to 
have more success in finding their old targets. But I trust the members of 
our League to survive in the Woods until Sophie decides to destroy her ring. 
Once upon a time, those same heroes were trained in a Blue Forest, just like 
you. The only difference is they made it to graduation without the world 
ending.” He gave Agatha a droll smile. 

Up until now, it had seemed too fantastical, too cartoonish for Agatha to 
think that the sun that rose and set every day for thousands of years was 


melting because of them. But the tenor of Merlin’s voice suddenly made it 
real. 

“What happens if it goes dark?” She peered at the small gold circle in 
the colorless sky, so faint she could look right at it. “It’s barely lighting the 
Woods anymore.” 

“When it drips its last light, the sun will sink into the horizon and our 
world will extinguish like a candle into the sea,” said the wizard. “Every 
story must end, Agatha. That is how the land of stories stays alive. But your 
fairy tale undoes its endings: first you and Sophie, then you and Tedros. 
Well, now the moment is coming where your fairy tale either ends for real 
and earns its place in eternal lore—or becomes the last Ever After for us 
all.” 

“How long do we have?” Agatha asked, the boggy trail growing firmer 
and drier under her feet. “For Sophie to kiss Tedros, I mean?” 

Merlin gave the sun a cursory glance. “It’s melting faster. Three weeks 
at most. Might not last until the boy’s coronation. But perhaps that’s another 
secret we'll keep from him until the School Master is dead.” He pulled a 
peach-flavored lollipop out of his hat, only to see it covered in mold. “Even 
the best magic seems to be losing its luster,” he mumbled. 

“It doesn’t make sense,” Agatha mulled as the trail sloped upwards. 
“Why didn’t the School Master chase us? If he knew Sophie could destroy 
the ring, why didn’t he try to keep her at school?” 

Merlin gave her a curious stare, but said nothing. 

Agatha didn’t ask any more questions as they moved out of the 
Boglands and into Gillikin on the outskirts of Oz, the kingdom famous for 
its Emerald City. Gillikin’s hills were steep and purple, blemished with 
dead, saffron-colored streaks, and the glittering green city in the valley was 
hardly visible behind yellow-bricked walls built to keep out the Dark Army. 

Agatha looked back, trying to spot Tedros and Sophie down the slope, 
before she saw Merlin glowering at her and forced her eyes ahead. They 
hiked the purple hills for an hour, Agatha itching at what seemed a copious 
amount of unseen pollen, before Merlin spoke again. 

“Agatha, since we have a while before lunchtime and I know you’re 
sorely in need of distraction, may I ask you to recount for me the events of 
last night? I’m particularly interested in anything you may have learned 
about the School Master.” 


Agatha quelled her instinct to check on Sophie and Tedros one last time 
and drew a deep breath. She told Merlin every detail of what happened once 
he’d left them behind Evil’s glowing green gates. She revealed how she and 
Tedros made up before they parted ways as Edgar and Essa, how they 
kissed as boy and girl instead of girl and boy, and how Hester saved her 
from a night with Aric in the dungeons. She explained how the menagerie 
atop Honor’s rooftop was now Tedros’ story instead of his father’s, how she 
outwitted her reflection on Halfway Bridge, and how the old villains had 
defaced each other’s student portraits. She spoke of the classes in the 
School for Old, including the villains’ assessment of past mistakes and the 
maps pinning down the whereabouts of their Good Nemeses. She talked 
about finding Excalibur in Sader’s painting, the School Master’s revelation 
about the Reader World, and the beautiful, white-haired boy named Rafal, 
who remained calm and still at his window as he watched Sophie escape. 
And when she was finished, Agatha had to double over for breath, because 
she’d been so lost in her story that she hadn’t realized they’d made it all the 
way to the highest hill in Gillikin, crested with a field of wilted tulips. 

“Rafal said one day Sophie would come back to him,” she puffed, 
waving away more pesky pollen. “Maybe that’s why he didn’t chase her. He 
doesn’t understand how much Sophie loves Tedros.” 

“Or he understands exactly how much she loves Tedros,” said Merlin 
vaguely, laying out a picnic lunch of chicken potpie and watercress salad 
atop the flattened flowers. 

“What do you mea— Wait, we’re eating here? In the middle of the day 
with zombie villains on the loose?” 

“Gillikin fairies are an Ever’s most dependable scouts.” Merlin held up 
a handful of watercress stalks. “You'll keep an eye out for us, won't you, 
Gillies?” 

Agatha watched him waving vegetables at thin air, convinced the old 
man had finally lost his mind. But then she noticed the watercress whittling 
down in his hand, as if magically being eaten by something ... 

“Invisible,” said Agatha, flashing a bright smile. “It’s not pollen! It’s 
fairies!” 

She looked up at the drab, gray air and imagined it aglow with 
thousands and thousands of diaphanous wings and tiny, fantastical little 
bodies. Once upon a time, she’d thought of fairies as girly, vapid insects 


(she’d swallowed one her first day at school), but now, she’d give anything 
to see the little Gillies, even for a moment. She held out her arm and felt 
them crawl all over her, chills of wonder goose pimpling her skin, her smile 
growing as she listened to their thrumming wings .. . 

Then her smile evaporated. She could see Sophie and Tedros in the 
valley of a distant hill, their blond bodies close together as they walked. 

“Merlin, am I...” Words stuck in her throat. “Am I... doing the right 
thing?” 

Merlin studied Sophie’s and Tedros’ small figures, as he sipped on a 
goblet of wine he’d pulled from his hat. 

“Let me tell you a story about Tedros’ father, Agatha. Years after Tedros 
was born, King Arthur came to my cave one day demanding a spell to spy 
on Guinevere, his queen. He was quite sure she’d been straying from the 
castle at nights for some time and wanted to see where she’d been going. 
Now, Arthur’s anxieties about Guinevere were not new. Even when they 
were students at the School for Good, he’d schemed and manipulated and 
done everything he could to ensure she chose him as her true love. At the 
time, there was stern competition from a young knight-in-training named 
Lancelot, who in addition to being bookish and an animal lover like 
Guinevere, also happened to be Arthur’s best friend. Arthur certainly 
noticed the attraction between them, but he made sure Lancelot knew of his 
intentions towards Guinevere and that he would not be denied. Besides, as 
Arthur saw it, Lancelot couldn’t hold a candle to him when it came to the 
things that mattered to a girl: looks, lineage, money, fame. . . . So when 
Guinevere and Arthur were tracked as Leaders, and Lancelot as a Helper to 
the future king, Arthur persuaded Guinevere he was the right choice for a 
husband. How could she marry Lancelot—now a knight for the king—when 
she could have the king himself? As Arthur put it, Camelot needed 
Guinevere: he would accept no other queen and it was her duty to Good to 
marry him. No girl could stand firm against such words, not when they 
came from a boy as dashing and determined and powerful as Arthur. 

“The two were married in a resplendent wedding and soon had the 
beautiful baby prince Arthur wished for. And yet, even with the queen of 
his dreams, Arthur couldn’t relinquish his suspicions. Just like he did as a 
teenager at school, he tried to control Guinevere, have her followed, and 
ensure that she loved him and only him. But still he couldn’t sleep easy, as 


if he’d known he’d forced her hand. By the time he flung into my cave, 
ranting for a spell to verify her faithfulness, he was an angry and obsessed 
man, his soul possessed by fear and jealousy. That day, I told Arthur there 
was only one magic spell to cure his plight after all these years. .. . He had 
to let Guinevere leave the castle at nights and do exactly as she wished.” 

Merlin gave a rueful grin. “Arthur was apoplectic, of course. I told him 
that for ten years he’d tried to control his and Guinevere’s fairy tale, 
denying Guinevere her own story, only for him to be nearly driven mad. A 
man cannot force his own destiny. A man can only hold it back. All these 
years he’d been terrified that Guinevere did not love him, but the only way 
he’d overcome that fear is if he enabled the truth. To restrain Guinevere 
from finding her real true love—whether Arthur or someone else—meant 
neither Arthur nor his queen would ever be happy; neither of them would 
ever know 1f their love was real. The wound would reopen again and again, 
the two of them punishing each other over a fairy tale arrested from its true 
ending.” 

The wizard drained the last of his wine. “Needless to say, Arthur found 
this all treasonous hogwash and left my cave vowing he was finished with 
me. Indeed, it’s what led him to steal the sex-switching spell from my cave. 
Soon Guinevere had fled with Lancelot, Arthur had put a death warrant on 
his own queen’s head, and I had to abandon the precious boy I’d raised 
from childhood, never to see him again.” 

Merlin finally looked at Agatha, his blue eyes glistening. “Now Tedros 
is reliving his father’s story in front of our very eyes. Indeed, when he 
becomes king, he’ll inherit the death warrant on his own mother. Everything 
old is new again, my dear. Only this time you are in Guinevere’s place, 
unsure whether you can be her son’s queen, just as she was unsure of being 
his father”s. But Guinevere wasn’t strong enough to be honest with Arthur, 
even if she knew she couldn't be happy at Camelot. By failing to be true to 
herself, she was as blameworthy as the king. But you are a wise, wise girl, 
Agatha, and Tedros is lucky to have found you. For the difference between 
you and his mother is that you’re willing to question your story as you live 
it— and thus stop history from repeating itself. You have a compass in your 
soul directed towards Good, even if it means setting your beloved prince 
free to the night and letting him test your love. Even if ıt means you may 
lose him at The End. Because neither you nor I knows what will happen, 


Agatha. Neither of us knows whether your doubts of being a queen are well 
founded or whether Sophie is Tedros’ true love or whether Sophie will 
destroy the ring. But unlike Arthur that day he came into my cave, you are 
willing to let go of the old and accept the unknown of the new. And that is 
what will keep Good alive, whatever Evil may come.” 

Agatha was sobbing hard now, cleansing, sepulchral tears, as if she 
couldn’t bear the weight of Merlin’s words. He wrapped her in his arms, 
letting her cry, until he heard her blow her nose on his robes and had to 
shove a cup of pistachio pudding in front of her face to distract her. She 
laughed through her sniffles and rested her head on the wizard’s shoulder, 
spooning at the sweet green cream. “I’m really not all that Good,” she 
croaked. “The first day of school in those candied halls, I ate part of a 
classroom.” 

Now it was Merlin’s turn to laugh. “So did I, my dear. So did I.” 

More laughter echoed behind them and they turned to see Sophie and 
Tedros arriving to the hilltop, both of them in stitches. “Here I am in a girl’s 
body with a dye job so bad that Merlin had to be joking, and I’m just off a 
chocolate roller coaster steered by a rat, and I’d prepared this whole speech 
to give you, and before I can get one word out, one word, here you are, fee- 
fi-fo-fum, clubbing me in the head—” 

Sophie was giggling so hard she had to clutch her stomach. “Well, if Pd 
known you had to touch one of Anadil’s rats!” 

“It peed on me the entire ride!” Tedros could hardly speak now. “The 
worst part is... the speech I had ready was really, really good!” 

Sophie nestled into him, howling. 

Agatha had never seen Tedros laugh this hard with her. She’d never 
seen her prince this joyful or relaxed. Even Sophie looked so free and 
guileless, as if she and Tedros had their own history and intimacy that 
Agatha hadn’t known. Agatha felt nauseous, as if she should grab Tedros 
and pull him away from her 

But the echo of Merlin’s words held her back like a wind. She felt old 
resentments give way to the new truth of the moment: the sight of her two 
best friends safe and happy, sniggering over a ludicrous story . . . and before 
she could help herself, Agatha was snorting too. 

The prince looked up, startled, and stopped laughing. 





“Goodness,” Sophie said, following his eyes to Merlin and Agatha. 
“Either we’re too fast or you’re too slow.” 

“Knowing us, a little of both,” said Agatha. 

Sophie stared at her, breath held, waiting for the bitter punch line. 

Instead Agatha smiled. 

Sophie’s face lightened as if she sensed a silent change between them. 

Tedros, on the other hand, gave Agatha a frosty glance. 

“Not too fast or too slow, as Goldilocks might say, but just right,” said 
Merlin, pulling new plates of food from his hat. “Wanted you two to catch 
up with us and get a hot lunch. Tedros, here’s chicken pie and some fresh 
greens for you and Sophie, while Agatha and I will resume our journey. 
Tomorrow, we’ll meet at the safe house by sunset. Come, Agatha—” 

But Agatha was peering into the horizon. “What’s that?” 

Sophie squinted across purple hills and saw Hort’s shadow trudging 
along the trail. “Oh he’ll be fine. His father was a pirate, for goodness’ 
sakes—” 

“No,” said Agatha. “That.” 

She was watching a mirage far, far away, barely discernible against the 
gray sky. The colors were thin and impressionistic, like one of August 
Sader’s paintings, but Agatha could make out the outlines of a village: 
turreted cottage houses, yellow schoolhouse, crooked clock tower, shielded 
by a protective bubble. ... Her mouth fell open. 

“Gavaldon. That’s... Gavaldon.” 

“The beginnings of it, at least,” said Merlin. 

Agatha gazed at him, suddenly understanding. “Every old story changed 
brings him closer to the Reader World. That’s what he said.” 

“And he meant it literally,” said the wizard. “It seems your fellow 
Readers are reading his new stories.” 

Agatha and Sophie both looked confused. 

“You see, as long as Readers believe in the old fairy tales—and the 
power of Good to triumph over Evil—the School Master has no access to 
their world, other than to take two students to school every four years. 
Indeed, he confessed this weakness to Agatha himself,” said Merlin, 
studying the mirage carefully. “But once Readers read the new stories and 
begin to lose their faith in Good, their world gets closer and closer to the 
School Master’s grasp. With every hero’s death, that protective shield will 


weaken .... the mirage will sharpen . . . until at last the gates will open to 
his Dark Army. For there is something in your village the young School 
Master needs to complete your fairy tale. Something he needs to destroy 
Good forever. And whatever it may be, it is something he will surely get... 
unless we destroy that ring.” 

Merlin, Agatha, and Tedros all turned to Sophie. 

“I don’t understand, Sophie,” Tedros said, glaring at the gold circle on 
her finger. “What are you waiting for?” 

Sophie bristled. “Teddy, look dear! What a lovely lunch Merlin’s served 
us! You must be famished.” She pulled him down to the picnic spread 
before looking up at Agatha. “You and Merlin best be on your way, 
shouldn’t you, Aggie? Don’t want any villains catching us here in broad 
daylight.” 

Agatha could see Merlin about to expound on the wonder of Gillikin 
fairies, but she nudged him and Merlin grinned oafishly, picking up the hint. 

Later, as the two of them crossed the abandoned lake village of Urthur, 
hopping between what seemed like an enormous game board of 
waterpuddles, Agatha could still see Merlin smiling. She assumed it was 
because there was something primal about jumping over puddles reflecting 
the pink-and-blue sunset, clearing hurdles or missing by inches and splish- 
sploshing ice-cold water with giggly shrieks, like two children playing 
leapfrog. 

But Merlin wasn’t smiling at any of that. 

He was smiling at Agatha. 

Not just because it was she who’d known to give her friends privacy on 
that hill instead of him or that it was the wizard now huffing and puffing to 
keep up with the student... 

But because in the four hours since she’d left her prince and friend to 
their own story, his wise, young Agatha hadn’t looked back once. 
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Two Queens 


Sophie watched Agatha recede on the trail, smaller, smaller, until she was a 
speck on the horizon. 

“Sophie, itll take thirty seconds!” 

She swiveled to Tedros. “Absolutely not. I'm not watching you urinate 
in broad daylight.” 

“Why can’t you turn around—” 

“And listen to it? As if I’m in a horse trough?” 

“Sophie, if I don’t pee I’m going to explode and I can’t leave you alone 
on a hill, even with Gillie fairies scouting for us.” Tedros inhaled a lump of 
chicken pot pie and shifted in his shorts, looking highly uncomfortable. 
“Suppose one of the zombie villains shows up?” 





“Then Pll defend myself, thank you. Besides I can think of nothing 
more villainous than you swaying back and forth, tugging at your pants like 
you’re doing some baleful interpretive dance,” said Sophie, reaching for 
watercress, only to see it magically devoured. “These fairies come a close 
second. Now hurry before Hort gets here and challenges you to a duel.” 

Tedros stood as Sophie nibbled on a watercress leaf. “Don’t eat all the 
pie,” he cracked. 

Sophie smiled coyly and watched the prince dart down the slope. 
Beyond the hillcrests, she glimpsed the beginnings of Gavaldon behind a 
protective shield, and her smile flattened. Rafal’s ring suddenly felt like a 
heavy weight on her finger. 

I have to destroy it soon, she thought. 

Old heroes were dying because of her, Good’s stories were turning Evil 
because of her, Readers were in danger because of her. Smash the ring with 
Excalibur here and now and their fairy tale would end before Rafal ever 
made it to Gavaldon—storybook closed, sun restored, Good and Evil back 
the way they once were. 

Sophie nervously picked at the pie. 

She couldn’t do it. 

She needed that kiss first. 

Once Tedros finally kissed her, he’d feel it in their lips like an answer to 
a riddle: that they were meant for each other from the first day they locked 
eyes at the Welcoming. 

But destroy the ring without that kiss and she’d have nothing to ensure 
their Ever After. No matter how many heroes’ lives were on the line, she 
couldn’t throw away her own happy ending to save theirs. Martyrdom 
sounded Good in theory, but in reality, it was pointless, idealistic, insane. 
Even with all of Good in peril, no one in their right mind would willingly 
sacrifice their true love— 

Agatha would, thought Sophie. 

Agatha would do whatever it took to save Good, just like Agatha had 
found it in her heart to let her best friend and Tedros have a chance at Ever 
After, risking her own . . . while Sophie had tried to kill Agatha for the same 
offense. 

I’m Evil. Sophie swallowed. Definitely Evil. 

So what made her think she could end up with Good’s greatest prince? 


She caressed Tedros’ name on her skin beneath the cold, metal ring. 

Her heart had promised he was her true love. 

And hearts dont lie. 

“I was kidding about you eating the pie,” a boy’s voice said behind her, 
“but maybe I shouldn’t have been.” 

Sophie glanced down and saw she’d drained almost all of it. 

“Stress eating,” she mumbled, and looked up to see Tedros looming 
over her, the sun shadowing his wind-chilled face. He pulled Excalibur 
from its sheath, the silver blade nearly blinding Sophie with its glare. 

“One blow will take care of every last one of our stresses. That’s all we 
need from you, Sophie. One hard blow.” 

Sophie started fussing with the picnic plates, scooping the leftovers into 
one. “We really should get on. The other two are far enough along by now 

“I don’t understand girls,” said Tedros, plopping into crinkly tulips. 
“You leave Rafal, but you won’t destroy his ring. You hire Hort as a 
bodyguard, but you want to travel with me. You act like you live on air and 
leaves, but you pillage a whole pie in twenty seconds. Not that I'm 
complaining. So many Evergirls won’t eat in front of boys because they 
think it makes them look, I don’t know . . . human? Trust me. Every boy 
would rather have a girl who eats.” 

“So that’s why you and Agatha got along. I’ve seen that girl wolf down 
garlic-fried sausage,” said Sophie, remembering how she’d abused Agatha 
for hours afterward over her breath. “Oh, Agatha,” she whispered. “Silly, 
wonderful Agatha.” 

She looked up and saw Tedros flinch, as ifthe name had stung him. 

The prince caught her staring and walked away. “You're right. 
Shouldn’t linger until the weasel comes along.” 

“He’ll be hungry, won’t he?” said Sophie, bunching dead tulips into a 
mound and topping it with the leftovers plate, so Hort wouldn’t miss it. “He 
really is a nice boy. Just wants to protect me from being hurt, even if he 
doesn’t love me anymore. Poured his heart out in the steam bath at school. 
Well, after all I’ve done to him, making sure he has his lunch is the least I 
can do.” 

She scraped to her knees to get up and saw Tedros halted on the path, 
smirking at her. “What?” she asked. 


“Who knew you had feelings?” he marveled, and hiked ahead. 

Sophie pinked in surprise. 

Maybe a wee bit Good after all, she thought. 

“And who knew you took steam baths with Hort?” she heard Tedros 
say. 


Thank goodness I have proper shoes for once, Sophie thought, pattering 
along the trail in snug, pink booties. 

They’d been at it for sıx hours straight, wıth only a few short breaks to 
fill water tins and rest weary knees. (Sophie did a few yoga poses to stretch 
until she saw Tedros gawking and decided yoga was best done in private.) It 
was dark now and they could only see the trail by magical embers of white 
light Merlin had left behind like breadcrumbs. Before they departed 
Headquarters, he’d told them when they reached the last light crumb on the 
path, it was his signal to camp for the night. 

From Gillikin, the trail had led them out of Ever strongholds into Never 
territory—Ravenbow by afternoon, with its steaming rivers of blood and 
castles of bone, then Magalae at sunset, with its rope bridges across crog- 
filled sludge pits, then Drupathi in the moonlight, a land of orange tree 
blossoms and papaya-colored fruit, completely out of place amongst the 
sinister Never Lands and withering Woods, until Sophie had glimpsed the 
dunes of dead flies beneath the trees and realized everything here was toxic. 

All through the Never Lands, Sophie had seen pairs of eyes flickering 
beyond the trail, yellow, red, and green, accompanied by growls and hisses 
in the underbrush. Still, nothing attacked and she ventured that as long as 
they stayed within the boundaries of Merlin’s light, they’d be safe from 
harm. 

Tedros snorted. “Oh please, no one’s afraid of an old wizard’s magic. 
They’re afraid of a young, strapping prince with his father’s sword. Until 
Evil actually seals a Never After, they know Good still always wins.” 

“Tell that to once-dead zombie villains who have nothing to lose,” said 
Sophie. “Do you know what safe house Merlin is taking us to?” 

“Not a clue. Nowhere in the Woods is safe, if you ask me.” 

“What about that strange purple sky we hid in during the escape?” 

“The Celestium? It’s just a place for Merlin to think. Air’s too thin up 
there to breathe for more than a few hours. Even if there was a safe house in 


the Woods somewhere, the Dark Army could easily find us. It has to be a 
place no one knows. A place Merlin’s stashed secrets before.” Tedros 
stopped and exhaled his frustration. “Will you really not tell me why you’re 
still wearing that ring?” 

“It's your birthday in a few weeks, isn’t it?” Sophie pivoted deftly. “No 
wonder you’re being extra careful about your choice of a princess.” 

Tedros hesitated, as if unsure whether to pursue the old subject or the 
new. 

“I’m ready to be king,” he said finally, tramping on. “Been parentless 
for years now, so I’m not of those sheltered brats, who’ll put himself before 
his people like some young kings. Not that the people are expecting much. 
Camelot’s been a bloody mess since my father died. His council is supposed 
to be running the realm until I’m sixteen and instead they’re starving 
people, executing dissidents, and hoarding his gold. No matter. P11 throw 
them in the dungeons on my first day as king.” He looked at Sophie. “We’ll 
make my father’s kingdom new again.” 

A kinetic shock lit up Sophie’s body. 

“We'll?” 

Had it been a slip? Or was it deliberate? 

She saw Tedros still looking at her, as if expecting her to contribute to a 
conversation she’d started. “Oh Pm sure we... you... yes, itll be 
glorious, won’t it?” Sophie bumbled. “But what about your mother? Last 
year you said there was a death warrant on—” 

“Not something I think about,” Tedros clipped. “Probably dead by now 
anyway. No one ever saw her or Lancelot again after the night they left.” 

Sophie raised her brows. “You’re supposed to execute your own mother 
and it’s not something you think about?” 

“Look, my mother’s a cold, selfish deserter, but she’s not vicious,” said 
Tedros, puffing on his thick blond bangs. “Last place she’d come back to is 
Camelot, knowing her son would have to kill her.” His face clouded over. 
“Doesn’t stop her from invading my dreams though.” 

Sophie knew what it was like to be haunted by a mother that was gone 
forever. “What was she like? Beautiful, I imagine.” 

“Not at all. That’s the odd part. Dad was so much more handsome, 
dynamic, and fun. Mother was gangly, anxious, and mousy. Only came 
alive when she was talking about books or tending animals. Zero clue why 


Father or any other man fawned over her,” said Tedros, grimacing. “But it 
serves Dad right for picking a girl who wasn’t good enough. Lancelot was 
more on my mother’s level. Had a horrible face, poor chap, but 
simpleminded and a sturdy knight. Mediocrity needs mediocrity, I 
suppose.” 

“I can’t sympathize,” Sophie sighed. “Could you ever imagine leaving 
someone charismatic and beautiful for someone perfectly average?” 

She saw Tedros stiffen and glance away, as if shutting down this 
conversation. 

Suddenly Sophie understood. 

Tedros didn’t need to imagine leaving someone beautiful and 
charismatic for someone average. He already had when he left her for 
Agatha their first year. 

Sophie thought of the way he’d flinched when she mentioned her 
friend’s name back in Gillikin—yust like he was now, his cheeks blotched 
red. 

“Weli”? didn’t mean him and Sophie. 

“We'll” meant him and Agatha. 

It didn’t matter if he’d promised to give her a chance. 

Words couldn’t change a prince’s heart. 

A heart still in love with his old princess. 

“I'm trying to imagine you as a queen,” Tedros mused, as if he’d 
suddenly remembered she was there. “You’d probably have your own wing 
with twenty servants drawing you hot baths of goat’s milk, massaging your 
feet every hour with fish eggs and pumpkin puree, and picking every last 
cucumber in the kingdom.” 

Sophie stared at him, aghast. 

“Made Agatha tell me about your beauty routines,” he quipped. “Helped 
us laugh after fights.” 

“Glad to see I’m the court jester!” Sophie lashed, tears rising. “Is that 
what you think of me? A slave to beauty, an empty ball gown, a 
bubbleheaded sidekick who isn’t worth a second thought?” 

“Sophie, you’re wearing a short skirt on a winter hike!” 

“Because you haven’t seen me as a girl in a very long time and I want 
you to remember you loved that girl once!” 
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It came out before Sophie could stop it and she saw Tedros freeze on the 
path. 

“You promised to give me a chance,” Sophie breathed, dabbing eyes 
with her bearskin coat. “Even if you still love Agatha. You promised you’d 
give me a chance.” 

Tedros lifted Sophie’s chin, his blue gaze honest and unblinking. 

“I am giving you a chance, Sophie. I’m here with you, aren't I? I 
haven’t mentioned Agatha once on our entire trip. You’re the one who 
keeps bringing her up. But instead of worrying about her or worrying about 
what I see on your outside, maybe you should be trying to show me your 
inside.” His tone was serious and mature. “So tell me, Sophie of Woods 
Beyond. What would you do for my kingdom as queen?” 

He strode ahead on the path, between ripples of white-hot glow. 

Sophie pursued him, pumping with hope. In the trail light, she could see 
the slashed ink on her skin beneath the gold ring. This was the moment 
she’d been waiting for since she’d lost Tedros to Agatha two years ago. The 
moment to show her prince a love so deep, it had carved his name into her. 
And if she could only find a way to make him feel that love as deeply as she 
felt it... then maybe, just maybe, words could change a prince’s heart after 
all. 

“At first, I thought all a queen does is choose china and throw cotillions 
and kiss babies at parades,” Sophie began. “But when I was with Rafal, I 
saw the way the other students looked at me. I wasn’t the old Sophie 
anymore, amusing and frivolous—I was the new Sophie, a girl who’d made 
something of myself. That's what made them resent me, I suppose . . . they 
didn’t realize someone so young could be so extraordinary. It wasn’t as if I 
was born special or enchanted like them. All I ever had was a pretty face 
and a hunger to have a big life. And yet, I spent so much time fretting about 
the scale of that life that I forgot to ask what it should mean. That’s why I 
couldn’t commit to Rafal in the end. He might offer me immortality, infinite 
power, eternal love... but it was Evil’s love. And no matter how Evil he 
thinks I am, I still want to be Good, Tedros. Even if I have to war against 
my own soul until the day I die.” 

Tedros’ eyes moved to her. 

“There are two queens,” she said, her voice stronger now. “There’s the 
queen who doubts her crown. Choose her and you’ll forever distrust each 


other, sparring and bickering, because in her heart of hearts, she doesn’t 
want a queen’s life. Your father chose that queen and suffered until the end. 
Now you can go back to where his story went wrong and fix it. You can 
choose a queen who wants to be your queen. A queen who will fight for her 
people the way she fights to be with her king. The queen I couldn’t be for 
Rafal, because I’m meant to be that queen for you.” 

Tedros stopped, gazing at her so intensely it was as if he was seeing her 
for the first time. 

Heart throbbing, Sophie held his eyes, the mist of their breaths 
coalescing. 

“If they see a king and queen doubting each other, they’ll lose faith in 
you,” she said. “But choose a new type of queen and they’Il see how a king 
should be treated: with unconditional love, respect, and loyalty. No one will 
give you those things more than me, because unlike Agatha, I never 
doubted you.” 

“Sophie... ,” he whispered, touching her waist. 

Her body electrified, blood rushing to her head. 

“Don’t you see? I was your queen from the first moment we met,” she 
said, leaning in. “The old story between us was right, Tedros. All we have 
to do is make it new.” She closed her eyes, her lips reaching for— 

“Sophie.” 

Sophie’s eyes shot open and saw Tedros, milk white, staring past her. 

Two flesh-flaking, stitched-up zombies converged towards the path 
from opposite sides of the dark Woods. One was a stumpy, copper-nosed 
man with a bushy gray beard, a belly bulging from his half-sized shirt, and 
a black pirate hat on his bald head. The other was dark and sleek, with an 
even bigger hat over his swell of black curls. 

It was only when he stepped onto the lit path that Sophie saw his big 
steel hook. 

“Here we are looking for Peter Pan and we find Evil’s queen instead,” 
sneered Captain Hook. “Only I hear you’ve deserted your post, dear queen. 
Tell her, Smee, what we do to deserters on my ship.” 

“Stick their head on the mast ’til the birds done their way with it,” Smee 
giggled, drawing a slim dagger from his breeches. 

“And yet, despite your desertion, I’m afraid the School Master doesn’t 
want you returned to him at all,” said Hook, eyeing Sophie carefully. “He 


insists his queen is free to do as she chooses.” 

Sophie paled with surprise. 

Hook turned to Tedros. “Said nothing about the boy, though.” 

The two pirates stalked towards the prince. 

Tedros drew Excalibur wıth one hand and grabbed Sophie with the 
other. “Stay close to me.” 

Sophie gulped, watching the two men slinking towards them, blades 
shining in the path light. 

Once upon a time, Tedros had been in mortal danger during a Trial as 
she stood by, too scared to fight. That was the exact moment her story had 
gone wrong. The moment she’d lost her prince to Agatha. This is my 
chance, thought Sophie—to go back and fix her fairy tale, just like she was 
asking Tedros to fix his. Fight for her prince and she’d win her kiss at last. 

Tedros gripped Sophie tighter, pulling her to his flank, as the two Evil 
pirates inched within striking distance. As Hook raised his weapon over the 
prince, Sophie focused on her fear, feeling her fingertip glow hotter, hotter 


Then she magically whisked one of Merlin’s white-hot crumbs into 
Smee’s eye. 

Smee shrieked, dropping his dagger, and Sophie tackled him off the 
path into the Woods. 

“Sophie!” Tedros cried in horror— 

Hook swung his blade at him and Tedros raised his sword just in time, 
steel clashing steel. 

Sophie had never fought a full-grown man, so she wasn’t prepared for 
Smee to tackle her back, pinning his fat, hairy belly against her as she 
kicked and scratched. 

“Such a pretty girl,” Smee snarled, the giggly tone gone. “Never any 
pretty girls in Neverland.” 

He sniffed her hair and Sophie slapped him so hard he gaped at her, 
clutching his cheek. For a moment, she thought she’d defused him, only to 
see him turn bloodred and seize her by the throat. His filthy nails dug into 
her larynx, as if she’d triggered something deep within him, a murderous 
rage consuming him. 

“Not—supposed—to kill—me—”’ she gasped. 


But Smee had forgotten or he didn’t care and Sophie choked and 
sputtered, knowing she was going to die here, her prince only a few feet 
away. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Hook trap Tedros with his boot, 
slashing at Tedros’ cloak as the prince squirmed and yelled. Cheeks blue, 
Sophie looked up at Smee, as she wheezed her last breath— 

A fire-tipped tree branch ripped right through Smee’s head, igniting his 
skull with blue flames. 

Eyes wide, the henchman let go of Sophie, his head combusting at the 
stitches, as he flopped back into darkness. 

Stunned, Sophie looked up at Hook, who’d moved off Tedros as he 
watched Smee’s body consumed by blue fire. Slowly the Captain looked 
down the path at a broad-shouldered, raven-haired stranger, brandishing a 
glowing blue fingertip. 

“I-[-T know that boy,” said Hook, astonished. “That's Scourie’s son. 
Born and raised on my very ship—” 

But it was Hook’s last words, for a sword ran him through and he 
dropped to his knees, mouth open in shock, before falling face-first on the 
trail. 

Behind him, Tedros wiped his blade of zombie guts and rose gingerly, 
inspecting a patchwork of hook wounds in his right side, bleeding into his 
cloak. He breathed relief, as if none of them were mortal. 

“T owe you my life, Hort,” said Tedros, looking up. 

Hort stepped into the moonlight, teeth gnashed at him. “I saved her. Not 
you.” 

Sophie saw the rage in Hort’s face, the result of a full day alone with his 
festering feelings. Her eyes widened, suddenly understanding. 

“But... but... you said you didn’t love me anymore—” Sophie 
rasped. 

Hort whirled to her. “I lied.” 

Lost in a fog, Sophie didn’t know what to say. But she knew one thing 
for sure. She couldn’t make Hort travel by himself any longer. Not when 
he’d saved her life. 

Her time alone with Tedros was over. 

I had it! He would have kissed me! she thought miserably. She glowered 
at Rafal’s ring, undestroyed on her finger, feeling heavier than before. 


Soon they’d resumed their journey, the three of them in a silent pack, 
for Sophie couldn’t say anything to Tedros that Hort should hear, and 
Tedros and Hort had no desire to speak in the other’s presence. And just 
when Sophie thought the tension could get no worse, she looked back 
distractedly at the horror show they’d left behind— 

“Um... boys?” she croaked. 

Prince and Weasel turned. 

They looked past Sophie to see Smee’s corpse in the distance, still 
burning off the path. 

Hook’s body was gone. 


“But I stabbed him in the heart!” said Tedros, still defending himself the 
next afternoon. 

“For the last time, zombies don’t have hearts,” snapped Hort. “Why do 
you think I set Smee on fire? It’s the only way to destroy them—” 

“Why didn’t you say something then?” 

“Cause I was hoping Hook would kill you!” 

“Please tell me we’re getting close to the safe house,” Sophie growled. 

After losing Hook’s body, they’d hurried along the trail like a spooked 
cabal, tracking Merlin’s light crumbs to bubble-like caves that resembled 
the ones in the Blue Forest. There they’d camped until morning, each in 
their own den, with the two boys taking turns on lookout. By sunrise they 
were on the trail again, plowing through miles of the Frostplains’ blue-iced 
tundra. Hiding under their cloaks, they braved relentless blizzards of snow 
and hail until at last they glimpsed something through the monotony of 
white. 

It was a small, peninsular kingdom, built upon a bluff of rock, with 
pearl-white towers veiled by mist off stormy gray seas. The crash of waves 
echoed with violent booms, the entire kingdom shuddering down to giant 
iron doors, swinging open against the rock. 

Crack! Crack! 

Warily the three teenagers passed through the open doors, but there was 
no one there to greet them. Indeed, there seemed to be no one in the 
kingdom at all, only the magnificent white towers with no windows or 
entrances, arranged in a circle above a series of descending marble 


staircases. Squinting over the railing, they saw a vast lake at the bottom of 
the stairs, gray-watered and eerily still, leading into the tempestuous ocean. 

“Did we hit a dead end?” Sophie asked. 

Then she saw Tedros’ face, blissful and calm. 

“It's Avalon,” he said. 

“You’ve been here before?” Hort asked. 

Tedros shook his head. “My father drew pictures of it in his will,” he 
said softly, as he gazed down at the lake. “Said he wanted to be buried in 
‘Avalon’s safe house.’ Merlin brought us to my father’s resting place.” 

“This 1s the safe house?” Sophie murmured as they went down a long 
staircase, trying to be sensitive to what Tedros was feeling. “It’s just . . . it’s 
freezing, the doors were wide open, and the towers had no way insi—” 

She stopped at the sight of Agatha, sitting in dead grass at the edge of 
the lake, her back to them. To see Agatha by herself on the shore gave 
Sophie an unsettled feeling, as if the scene was incomplete . . . as if Agatha 
shouldn’t be ending her story all alone. 

Agatha turned at their footsteps. She smiled serenely, as if relieved her 
best friends were safe after the long journey. 

Sophie’s heart relaxed and she sidled closer to the prince. There was no 
reason to be unsettled. Agatha could be happy alone in a way that she never 
could. 

“There you two are,” yawned a voice and Sophie turned to see Merlin 
lumbering up from a nap against a rock. “Took you long enough. Oh and 
look, our bodyguard too,” he said as Hort came off the stairs. 

“The safe house is in those waters, isn’t it,” asked Tedros, stepping to 
the edge of the shore. “That’s where my father is buried.” 

He tossed a pebble into the water and watched it sink. 

Sophie frowned. “How can a safe house be in a—” 

But now the waters were silently churning into a whirlpool where 
Tedros’ pebble had sunk, mirroring the circle of towers above. The waters 


spun faster, faster, like a spinning wheel at work . . . so fast that a creamy 
white foam spewed from the pool’s eye, building, thickening into a human 
shape... 


A ghostly, silver-haired nymph in white robes floated out of the waters 
and into the sky, raising her head to her guests. She had chalk-white skin, a 


long nose, and big black eyes that fixed on Tedros, before her crimson lips 
curled into a smile. 

“Never made another one quite like it,” she said. 

For a moment Tedros thought she was talking about him, only to realize 
she was looking at his sword. 

“Excalibur... you made it... you’re the Lady of the Lake!” 

The nymph smiled, turning to Merlin. “Hello, handsome. It’s been a 
while,” she cooed in a low, husky voice. “Let me guess. You need 
something.” 

“Excuse me if you’re a bit far out for social visits, but I wouldn’t come 
unless it was a serious matter,” Merlin replied. 

“Another sword? A life-extension potion? Or a holy grail this time?” the 
nymph huffed. “Come to the lonely Lady and she’ll do magic on 
command!” 

“I need to ask for the same thing I asked for two others once upon a 
time,” spoke Merlin, stark and firm. “That you hide these children in your 
shelter as long as they need it.” 

The Lady of the Lake stopped smiling. A fraught moment passed 
between the two sorcerers. 

“Merlin, dear. You do know what you’re asking,” she said darkly. 

The wizard’s eyes flicked to Tedros for a moment before he looked back 
at the nymph. “Indeed.” 

Sophie glanced at Agatha, utterly lost, and Agatha shrugged back, just 
as befuddled. 

The Lady of the Lake took a deep breath and gazed hard at the four 
students. “Well? Come on then, children. The waters are warm.” 

“Waters? You want us to swim?” Hort blurted, peering over the edge of 
the lake. “How are we supposed to live underwat—” 

Merlin groaned and pushed him in. 

Hort was sucked through the water with a blast of white light before he 
vanished under the surface entirely. 

Agatha, Sophie, and Tedros all gawked at Merlin. 

The wizard smiled. “Why do you think water was always the portal in 
Merlin’s Menagerie?” 

He thrust out his hands and the three students went flying into the lake 
headfirst. Light detonated in Sophie’s eyes and she felt her whole body 


swarmed by gooey heat, water all around her and yet not touching her, like 
she was protected by an invisible womb. Deeper and deeper she sank into 
the lake until all at once the waters receded and she was on solid ground in 
a glare of sunlight, completely dry and curled up like a baby. 

“Where are we?” said Agatha’s voice above her. 

Sophie craned to see Agatha with Hort and Tedros standing on a lush 
green moor, the grass so green and dewy it sparkled under the melting sun. 
Sophie stood and saw they were surrounded by more green heaths, with 
sheep, cows, and horses grazing freely, as if they’d found a haven from the 
dying Woods. 

“Look,” Agatha said. 

The others followed her eyes to a small farmhouse across the moors. 

“Must be our safe house,” said Hort. 

Tedros squinted. “Someone’s coming.” 

Two people were walking towards them now, tan-skinned and weather- 
beaten, both holding hands. A bony woman with straggly brown hair and a 
broad-chested man with rough black curls. 

“Hope they have hot water,” said Sophie, smiling at her prince with 
relief. “I really need a—” 

She stopped because Tedros wasn’t smiling at all. Watching the 
strangers approach, his face flushed dead white, sweat streaking his 
temples. 

“No no no no no—” he gasped. 

Sophie spun to the strangers, confused, but the woman had stopped 
cold, her mouse-like face a mask of shock. 

“God help me,” she whispered. 

Tedros stumbled back, grabbing Agatha’s arm like a panicked child. 
“Wake me up... please... wake me up—” 

“T-T-Tedros?” the woman stammered. 

“Pm afraid your son and his friends need you, Guinevere,” said 
Merlin’s voice, as the wizard appeared out of a sun flare, striding onto the 
moor. 

Tedros couldn’t speak, wild eyes darting between Merlin and the 
woman, his entire body shaking so much Agatha had to cradle him under 
her arm. 


Sophie knew she should go to the prince, but she couldn’t move. She 
was trembling at the sight of the dark-haired, coal-eyed man the same way 
Tedros trembled from his mother. 

Because just as Tedros dreamed of Guinevere, Sophie dreamed of him. 

The devil who appeared inside Rafal’s ring. 

The devil who stopped her from Tedros’ crown. 

And now the devil who had a name. 

Lancelot. 


Who Do You Belong With? 


Tedros had been staring at the steaming cup of cinnamon-apple cider for 
nearly twenty minutes, but had yet to touch it. 

Watching him, Agatha had been so worried about what he was thinking 
that she hadn’t touched hers either. Nor had Sophie next to her, who was too 
busy giving Lancelot nervous looks, as the swarthy, pock-skinned knight 
lay plates and silverware for each of them. 

“You must be famished, the lot of you,” he said in a rumbling baritone. 
“Your dark-haired friend asked if he could have a bath. Funny lad . . . said 
he didn’t want to stink up the table. What’s his name again? Homer? 
Hodor?” 

None of them answered. 





“Hobbin, I think,” said Lancelot. 

Agatha could see Tedros’ shirt wet with perspiration, his Adam’s apple 
lurching up and down, the veins on his arms about to pop— 

“Hort. His name is Hort,” Guinevere said, bustling in from the kitchen 
with a dish of fire-grilled turkey and a bowl of rampion salad. In the 
torchlight of the farmhouse’s dining room, Agatha saw she had Tedros’ 
small, snub nose, his flat brows over electric-blue eyes, as well as his 
tendency to sweat profusely. Her hair was another matter: it was so tangled 
and twiggish brown that her small, pallid face was like an egg in a bird’s 
nest. 

“It’s Tuesday and Lance and I cook for the week on Mondays, so we 
have plenty to go around,” she said. “Until next Monday, that is. Doesn’t 
mean you can’t stay past Monday, of course. We’re just not used to guests 

. or people for that matter. Sometimes Lance and I go days without 
talking at all.” She sat down and waited in vain for someone to fill the 
silence. “Hope it’s edible. Tedros always loved my turkey, even as a little 
boy. He’d come running the second he smelled it from the kitchen, even in 
the middle of his lessons with Merlin.” 

Tedros didn’t look at her. 

“Shall we start?” Guinevere said weakly, inching the dishes forward. 
“You’ve been on a long journey, so load up your plates. I can always make 
more.” 


No one ate. 

No one spoke. 

“Well, seems like you’re all settled in, so P1 be on my way 
Merlin, ambling in with his walking stick in hand. 

Everyone looked up urgently, as if he were the last lifeboat leaving a 
ship. 

“W-w-where are you going?” said Tedros. 

“Just as you are safe here, I must ensure our other friends are safe too, 
including your fellow students at school,” said Merlin. “No doubt the 
School Master has accelerated his plan, once the Storian revealed to him 
that you are under the Lady of the Lake’s protection.” He looked at 
Guinevere cryptically. “Apologies for not staying for dinner, my dear. 
Though I did go to the grove to pay my respects...” 

Guinevere nodded, as if she understood what he meant. 

“PIL see you soon, children,” said Merlin, before he glanced at Sophie, 
his eyes finding the ring on her finger. “Hopefully with no more blood on 
our hands.” 

Agatha saw Sophie hold her breath as Merlin magically whisked a lump 
of turkey from the table to his hand and sauntered out of the cabin, the door 
swinging shut behind him. 

Unbearable silence resumed. 

Agatha tried to forget about Merlin’s absence and Sophie’s ring and 
Tedros’ torment and focused instead on the house’s logwood walls, the 
oval-shaped rooms with crackling fireplaces, the handmade leather couches 
and sheep-wool rugs, everything so cozy and lovingly crafted, as if two 
people, without friends, family, community, had made a home at the end of 
the world— 

“White or dark meat, Tedros?” Guinevere’s voice asked. 

Agatha snapped to attention to see Guinevere pick up her son’s plate 
and smile at him. 

Her question hung in the air, the first challenge to the silence. 

Tedros finally looked at his mother. “I can’t do this,” he breathed. 

Guinevere said nothing as Tedros wrenched from the table, his cast-iron 
chair screeching against the floor. 

Lancelot frowned. “Tedros, you don’t have to talk to her, but at least eat 
your— 
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chimed 


“If you even look in my direction, you dirty fink, Pll split you in half,” 
Tedros hissed. 

Lancelot rocketed to his feet, but Guinevere clasped his wrist, guiding 
him back down. Lancelot said nothing as Tedros’ boots snapped out of the 
room and the farmhouse door slammed behind him. 

Instinctively Agatha jumped up to follow her prince— 

“PII go, Aggie,” Sophie’s voice said. 

Agatha turned to see Sophie standing. Sophie gave her a subtle nod and 
left the table, but not before flashing Lancelot a last anxious look. Agatha 
heard the front door close once more and she lowered back to the table, her 
stomach in a knot. 

The room was so quiet they could hear the sound of Hort’s bath running 
across the house. 

“Well, then,” Agatha said, forcing a smile at her hosts, “shall we dig 
in?” 

Guinevere and Lancelot both exhaled, as if keeping someone at the 
table was victory enough. 

Agatha started on the turkey, so smoky and soft she closed her eyes with 
pleasure, trying to block all thoughts of what may or may not be happening 
outside... 

“He's picked a lovely princess, hasn't he?” Guinevere said. 

Agatha’s eyes opened. 

“Sophie,” was it?” said Guinevere, shunting her straggly hair out of her 
salad. “Went after him so surely, like Tedros’ father used to come after me. 
She must love him very much.” Her voice wavered. “Not sure Arthur or I 
could have chosen any better for him.” 

“Well, they look enough alike, don’t they?” grumbled Lancelot, mouth 
full. 

“T just mean she carries herself like a queen. More than I ever did to be 
honest,” said Guinevere, sniffling a laugh. 

“She’s perfect for the lad. People of the kingdom will fawn over her and 
she”11 dote on him hand and foot,” said Lancelot. 

“Camelot will finally have a real queen,” Guinevere sighed, putting on a 
smile. She turned to Agatha. “What about you, dear? Did you and Hort 
meet at school? Or was it the Snow Ball—” 


“I'm sorry. Will you excuse me?” Agatha gasped. “I... I feel like I 
need some air—” 

She pushed herself from the table and fled the cabin, leaving Lancelot 
and Guinevere, who’d never needed anything but each other’s company, 
feeling suddenly alone. 


Agatha didn’t know where she was going; she just had to get away from 
that house. Clumping across the moors in steel-blue twilight, she took a 
long, full breath and noticed, for the first time, the air was warm. Gone was 
the raw winter chill, replaced by a humid breeze, just like the wind that 
blew through Merlin’s Celestium. 

Maybe this is the Lake Lady 5 thinking place, she wondered, clinging to 
any thought that didn’t involve Sophie or Tedros. Nothing loomed ahead 
except flat, lucid evening and sky maps of stars and Agatha knew she could 
go on walking, forever and ever, never finding an end. 

She slowed to a stop and peered back towards the house. Beyond it, 
animals commingled, with a few pigs amongst the sheep and cows, while 
horses chased each other in the moonlight. 

The moon lit up something else too: Gavaldon against the horizon, 
already clearer than it was a day before. And now there were visible holes 
in the glassy shield around it. 

More stories rewritten. 

More old heroes dead. 

The School Master was getting closer to his ending. 

But what was it? she thought. What did he need in Gavaldon? 

Something he needs to destroy Good forever, Merlin had said. 

Agatha chewed on her lip, wrestling this most important riddle of all— 

That’s when she saw them. Two goldilocked figures by a small oak 
grove, indistinguishable in the dark. 

Agatha was reminded of a moment two years ago during Forest Group 
sorting when she caught Tedros and Sophie flirting against a tree. It was the 
first time Agatha had ever seen her best friend look happier than she did 
when she was with her. Now the sight of Sophie with the same prince, 
neither in a rush to find nor include her, brought the feelings roaring back. 
A sick, primal loneliness reared its head— 

Only this time Agatha didn’t run from the pain. 


Slowly she let the loneliness in, holding it, studying it as it clawed at her 
heart like a monster at the door. 

What am I so afraid of? 

She’d spent her whole life alone before that June morning four years 
ago when Sophie first came with a basket of face creams and diet cookies, 
offering to make her over. She’d been happy alone, like a bird trapped in a 
cage who’d never seen the sky. But as they grew closer and closer, Sophie 
had opened Agatha’s wings to a love so strong she thought it would last 
forever. It was she and Sophie against the world. 

But on that first day of school, watching Sophie with a prince, Agatha 
realized how blind she’d been. The bond between two girls, no matter how 
fierce or loyal, changed once a boy came between them. 

She and Sophie had tried to go home after that. They’d tried to get back 
to the way they used to be. But it was as impossible as returning to being a 
child once you’d already grown up. 

All this time, Agatha couldn’t understand why Sophie had chosen to be 
with Rafal to begin with .. . why Sophie would choose to be with a boy so 
Evil. But standing there, alone in the dark, Agatha suddenly felt for her best 
friend. Because when Agatha kissed Tedros and vanished him home with 
her, Sophie no longer had someone who put her first. Her two best friends 
had left her for each other. 

Tedros too had once felt that pain, watching her and Sophie kiss before 
they vanished home. 

Now Agatha was the odd one out. For if Sophie and her prince ended up 
together, their first loyalty would be to each other and their new kingdom. 
She’d still be their friend, of course, but it would be different. For the first 
time, there would be a part of Sophie and Tedros that Agatha could no 
longer share. The two of them would have each other. And she would only 
have herself. 

The ache inside her amplified as if she was getting closer to the fire. 

It wasn’t just her best friend or her prince she was afraid of losing. 

It was the old Agatha. 

The Agatha who knew how to be alone. 

That's why she’d held on so tightly to Sophie as a friend . . . then to 
Tedros as her prince .. . doubting them, testing them, distrusting them ... 
but still holding on. 


Because somewhere along the way she’d stopped trusting herself too. 

Pain smashed through the barrier and flooded her heart. Agatha closed 
her eyes, unable to breathe, as if she was drowning— 

“Heard I took you to the Snow Ball and didn’t even know it,” a voice 
said. 

She turned to see Hort, barechested in long underpants, his hair dripping 
wet. 

Maybe it was her wrought expression or the red in her cheeks, but Hort 
awkwardly covered his chest. “Uh, she’s washing my clothes. Don’t fall in 
love with me or anything,” he mumbled. 

Agatha took one look at his worried face and exploded into cackles, 
tearing and laughing at the same time. 

“Oh eat my dust, will you!” Hort barked. “You know full well you’re 
impressed by what you see!” 

Agatha wiped her eyes. “Oh, Hort. One day people will read our fairy 
tale and you’ll be the one they love the most.” 

She started walking away. 

“T didn’t lose my clothes this time! I gave them to her!” he called out. 
“And Pll have my own fairy tale, one day. With a happy ending and 
everything. I can prove it—” 

“Really? How’s that?” 

“Cause I found something you won’t believe.” 

Agatha stopped walking and turned. 

The weasel flashed a wicked grin. “Want to see?” 





Sophie had been standing next to Tedros in the oak grove for nearly ten 
minutes, but the prince didn’t say a word. He was staring at a beautiful glass 
cross, rising out of the ground between two trees. Garlands of fresh white 
roses draped the cross, along with a small glowing five-pointed star resting 
against the base. There were more of these five-pointed stars around it, ashy 
and burnt-out, as if Merlin returned to lay a new star whenever the old had 
grown cold. 

Sophie nuzzled into Tedros’ side. “Is this where your father’s buried? 
It’s pretty.” 

Tedros turned to her. “Sorry, do you mind if I do this alone?” 


Sophie scalded pink. “Of course—I-I-I’ll see you at the house—” She 
spun on her heel, tripping over a dimmed star, and bungled out of the grove. 

“Sophie?” 

She looked back at the prince. 

“Thanks for checking on me,” he said. 

Sophie nodded briskly and hurried away. 

Without the light of Merlin’s star, she couldn’t see anything outside 
now, except the outlines of the house a quarter of a mile away. She tromped 
across the moors, cheeks still simmering. 

Everyone had made her so frantic about the ring, so guilt-ridden and 
jittery, that she’d only been focused on getting Tedros’ kiss as fast as she 
could. She’d forgotten her prince wasn’t a prize to be won or a finish line 
she could barrel through. Had she even considered how he was feeling? 
Tedros was trapped indefinitely with the mother who’d abandoned him and 
the lover she’d chosen to spend her life with instead. How could he possibly 
look at Guinevere, let alone talk to her, let alone stay in her house, without 
wanting to kill her? Especially since it was completely within his right to 
kill her, according to his father’s decree? 

Sophie shook her head, mortified. Tedros was probably dying inside, his 
heart shredded by emotion, and she’d floated in like a gas bubble to tell him 
his father’s grave was pretty. 

Agatha would never have been so selfish or stupid. 

Sophie sighed dismally as she neared the farmhouse. She’d set out on 
this journey to rewrite her fairy tale, only to repeat the mistakes she’d made 
the first time. Tedros couldn’t be pushed or rushed or wheedled into a kiss. 
Even back on the trail, she’d been the one who tried to kiss him, which was 
no doubt one of the reasons why it hadn’t worked. Her prince had to come 
to her. Until then, she’d wait patiently, even if heroes were being 
slaughtered, even if the sun was drip, drip, dripping until they all dropped 
dead. 

Sophie gritted her teeth. If heroes were dying, it wasn’t her fault, was it? 
Wasn’t it a hero’s job to win their story, even if it was happening the second 
time around? Why should she take the blame if they got old and useless? 
Let them take care of their stories and she’d take care of hers. 

Because this was her fairy tale. 

This was her happy ending. 


And this time she was getting it right. 

She pulled off her dirty shoes as she came up the porch. They’d all 
appreciate her in the end, of course—once she’d sealed her Ever After with 
her prince and relighted the sun. Everybody would win because of her hard 
work. In the meantime, Tedros could have all the space he needed. She’d be 
a patient ear to him, a perfect guest to her hosts, a good friend to Agatha: 
helpful, convivial, polite, like the girl who once kept track of her Good 
Deeds. With a deep breath, Sophie arranged her face into a smile and 
pushed her way into the house, fluttering back towards the dining room— 

She stopped cold. 

Lancelot was alone at the table, eating an apple. 

“W-w-where’s everyone else?” she asked. 

“Gwen is cleaning up and Horbst went to check on Agatha.” He 
chomped into the apple and slid her a cup of smoky red-brown liquid. 
“Gwen made a pot of her famous licorice tea.” 

Sophie turned for the door. “I should see ifthey’re okay— 

“You’re scared of me, aren’t you? Been giving me cagey looks all 
night.” 

Sophie froze. Lancelot was staring at the ring on her finger as if he’d 
noticed it for the first time. 

“They’ll find their way home, I’m sure,” he said. “Sit and have your 
tea.” 

His tone left little doubt as to her options. Sophie sat opposite him, her 
stomach queasy. 

“Guinevere was just touting what a perfect queen you’ll make for the 
young prince. The kind who’d make Arthur proud.” Lancelot bit into his 
apple, studying Sophie. 

“Funny thing, actually. You see, every Christmas, Merlin comes to the 
house to give Gwen news of her son. Last year, I remember he told us 
Tedros had found the princess of his dreams. Thoughtful, fiery, 
compassionate girl... a soul of pure Good, who loved him as much as he 
loved her. Only I could have sworn the name of that princess didn’t sound 
anything like ‘Sophie’ at all. Lousy with names so I knew I must have 
remembered it wrong. Gwen never misses a thing, so I mentioned it to her 
just now in the kitchen, figuring she’d set me straight. Strange, though. 
Gwen said I was right: Merlin had named Tedros’ princess as ‘Agatha,’ but 


even Gwen agreed the old codger was losing grip on that famous brain of 
his, "cause clearly Sophie was the one who was the boy’s princess. Not just 
from the way you went after him at dinner, but Gwen noticed you had 
Tedros’ name tattooed on your finger, which also happened to be bearing 
Tedros’ ring.” 

Lancelot’s dark pupils glinted. “Only now that I’m seeing it, Pm 
wondering how Tedros could give you a ring made of Evil’s gold.” 

Sophie’s heart hammered, like an alarm set off. 

“Black-swan gold, to be exact,” said Lancelot. “Every black swan has a 
single gold tooth at the back of its mouth—gold which has nefarious 
properties when it touches human skin. Since the very first tale, black-swan 
gold has been hunted by Nevers as a powerful weapon, the same way Good 
has long sought steel from the Lady of the Lake. For centuries, Evil 
murdered these swans and plundered their gold, killing every last one. Still, 
Evil had all the black-swan gold it could ask for . . . before King Arthur led 
his knights on a quest to destroy it. A quest on which I rode by Arthur’s 
side, finding and smashing treasure after treasure, until there wasn’t a shred 
of black-swan gold left in the Endless Woods.” Lancelot grinned. “Except, 
it seems, for the one circling your finger.” 

Sophie stood up. “It’s dark out there—I should check on Tedros—” 

“The effects of black-swan gold are unmistakable,” Lancelot went on. 
“Once you wear it upon your skin, it commits your heart to Evil, no matter 
how hard you try to be Good. It is like a wicked compass that steers you 
towards sin, without you even realizing it. Wear it long enough and it will 
convince you it knows the secret of your Ever After... . that it knows what 
your heart really wants... . that it can even prove who your true love is. Ask 
it a name and the magic ring will carve the answer you seek upon your skin, 
like a guiding light—but that answer will only lead you right back to Evil, 
where you began.” 

Sophie was numb now, trapped in her chair. 

“Stories go wrong when people think their own happiness is bigger than 
anyone else’s,” said Lancelot. “Arthur knew Guinevere loved me, and still 
he put a ring on her finger, even knowing she wouldn’t be happy as his 
queen. In the end he left the wreckage of a family and two real loves exiled 
forever. I, too, lost a best friend, for Arthur was like a brother to me. But at 
least Gwen and I live the truth now. We have each other, as it should have 


been from the beginning. What does Arthur have? He’s dead and his 
queen’s ring long destroyed, for Guinevere couldn’t wear a ring that didn’t 
belong to her in the first place. Not when she belonged with someone else.” 

Sophie saw Lancelot staring harder. 

“Which begs a question of our queen-to-be,” he said, rising from his 
seat. He put his big, meaty hands on the table and leaned towards her. 
“You’re wearing a ring that doesn’t belong to your prince, young Sophie 

The dark knight drew closer, closer, until Sophie saw his devilish, cold- 
eyed face reflected in the gold on her finger. 

“So who do you belong with?” 

The door swung open and Guinevere came in, with a small basket. 

“Oh! Sophie, thank goodness. I put some turkey and greens in here for 
Tedros. He’ll eat it if you give it to him, surely. I don’t want him to go 
hungry tonight on my account—” 

Sophie didn’t hear words, only blood throbbing in her ears. 

“I know what you must think of me, Sophie, all of it deserved,” said 
Guinevere quietly, seeing her face. “Just know that if he never forgives me, 
if he never speaks a word to me again . . . I’m thankful he’s found his true 
love. Merlin told us how much Tedros fought for his princess—how much 
both of you fought to be together. So I can be at peace, knowing my son 
won’t repeat my mistakes.” Guinevere smiled at the ring on Sophie’s finger. 
“Because both of your hearts only wish for each other.” 

She stroked Sophie’s cheek and left the basket in her shaking hands. 

As Sophie watched Tedros’ mother return to the kitchen, she glanced 
back sickly at Lancelot— 

But the knight was gone, as if it’d all been a dream. 


“What is it?” Agatha asked, trying to track Hort’s muscled frame in the 
dark. “What’d you find?” 

“You'll see. You all think I’m such a weenie. Big mistake,” said Hort, 
itching at his long underpants as they treaded deep into the oak grove. 
“Huge.” 

Squinting back at the house’s lit windows, Agatha could see Sophie and 
Lancelot talking in the dining room. She turned to Hort. “Wait, this doesn’t 


involve you turning into a werewolf, does it? You never last more than ten 
seconds—” 

“Man-wolf. And it’s better than that. Trust me. Besides, haven’t 
practiced my talent in a while, so I only last five seconds now. I don’t get it. 
How do other man-wolves last so long? Is there some special diet or potion 
for stamina? I asked Professor Sheeks, but she sent me to the Doom Room 
for being cheeky.” 

Agatha followed Hort towards the sparkle of a pond at the grove’s edge, 
reflecting the moonlit mirage of Gavaldon. 

“Now that Sophie’s not with the School Master anymore, how can he 
still win your fairy tale?” Hort asked, studying the outlines of the town. 
“Doesn’t he need love on his side?” 

“That’s the odd thing. He hasn’t chased her even though he can’t win 
without her,” Agatha answered as they stopped at the pond’s edge. “He 
admitted it to me himself. That’s why he needs her as his queen so badly. 
She’s Evil’s only hope to win.” 

“Then he’s too late.” 

Agatha stomach plummeted. “Oh ... so Tedros might, um . . . kiss her? 
N-n-not that I care. But you were on the trail with them, so I’m just curious 
how they were getting alon—” 

“I wasn’t talking about Tedros,” said Hort. 

Agatha saw him grin down at his reflection in the pond and she rolled 
her eyes. “Oy, Weasel Boy, if you brought me out here to ogle you in a 
mirror—” 

But now she saw what he was looking at, shimmering deep beneath the 
surface .. . small bullets of light, shooting upwards like a comet tail, getting 
closer, closer, until a thousand tiny white fish splashed through, spitting 
streams of water. 

“Wish Fish? You found Wish Fish?” Agatha said, wiping her face and 
kneeling at the shore. “Princess Uma taught us about them first year!” 

“Told you it was better than a man-wolf. Touch the water and they’ ll dig 
into your soul and find your greatest wish,” said Hort. “Nevers were 
supposed to do the lesson the day after the Evers did it, but then you set the 
fish free, started an animal stampede, and nearly burned down the castle. 
School didn’t get new Wish Fish after that.” 


Agatha stroked the bobbing mouths of the little white fish, feeling their 
tickly kisses. “Suppose these want to be set free too?” 

Yet as she gazed into their big, black eyes, she didn’t see any traces of 
the same yearning. “I used to be able to hear wishes,” she said to Hort. 
“Maybe I lost my talent like you.” 

“Or maybe they’ve just been fish too long to remember they were once 
human,” said the weasel. “In any case, I’m going first.” 

He stuck his finger in the water. 

Instantly, the fish zipped off in different directions, turning black, silver, 
and gold, as they assembled themselves into a picture. For a moment, 
Agatha had no clue what she was seeing, until suddenly the mosaic of fish 
clarified, as if coming into focus, and she raised her brows in surprise. 

The fish had drawn Hort and Sophie’s sunlit wedding at the edge of a 
lake as a mob of well-wishers cheered them on. Both the bride and groom 
wore black, the only concession to the fact this was an Evil occasion as 
opposed to a Good one. 

“It's lovely, Hort,” Agatha said, feeling let down, “but it’s just your 
wish—” 

“That’s what I thought,” Hort replied, “until I saw that.” 

He pointed to the corner of the fish’s painting, where two guests holding 
hands—a teenage boy and girl—looked happiest of all for the new couple. 
The boy had a crown of silver and diamonds upon his golden head. The girl 
wore a matching crown in her black hair. 

Agatha lost her breath. 

“It's me and . . . Tedros,” she whispered. 

“And Pd never wish for you to marry that prat,” snorted Hort. “I hate 
him too much to wish him the slightest happiness, let alone a queen with as 
much class and integrity as you. So if that's inside my wish, it means it’s 
already going to happen. It means this whole picture is deeper than a wish, 
Agatha. It’s the truth. I’m going to end with Sophie and you're going to end 
with Tedros. That’s our happy ending. The four of us together. No one left 
out.” 





Agatha’s eyes bulged, pink streaks rising on her cheeks. Oh my God. ... 
This is it! She could have grabbed Hort and kissed him. This was the 
answer they’d been waiting for... the way out of this tangled fairy tale... 


the Last Ever After revealed once and for all. Sophie with Hort and she with 

Slowly the color seeped out of Agatha’s cheeks. 

“No... it can’t be the truth, Hort,” she croaked. “Because Ill never 
marry Tedros. And Sophie will never love you.” 

The glow in Hort’s face snuffed out. 

“Sophie loves Tedros. And unlike me, she never doubted that love,” 
Agatha said, hunched in the grass next to him. “All I did was doubt Tedros. 
The more time he and I spent together, the more I couldn’t understand why 
he wanted me when he could have a real princess. That’s why I wanted to 
keep him in Gavaldon. In my mother’s house, he wasn’t a prince. He was a 
scared teenage boy, as lost and confused as I was. But here, in the Woods, 
Tedros is different: he’s true to himself and lives with a purpose. In his 
heart, he’s already a king—a king who needs a queen just as confident and 
self-assured as he is, who can lead his people to hope again. That’s not me. 
I’m still learning to like what I see in the mirror and accept that someone 
can actually love me for who I really am. I’m not a leader. Pm not... 
special.” 

She gazed at her crowned self in the painting. “When we were at school 
in the wrong bodies, Tedros said he was afraid of me seeing him once the 
prince is stripped away. That I'd see he’s nothing special . . . just an 
ordinary boy. But that’s the Tedros I love. Because the real Tedros—the 
prince who will grow into a strong, powerful king—will see one day that 
Pm no different than his mother. I never wanted a prince or a fairy tale. I 
never wanted a big life. I’m just a girl struggling to be ordinary.” 

She looked up at Hort, eyes wet. “But Sophie? Sophie believes she 
deserves a prince. Sophie wants to be queen. Enough that she’s willing to 
risk the future of Good for 1t—” 

“Which 1s exactly why she cant be Good’s queen!” Hort fought, 
nodding at his Wish Fish. “Don’t you get it? You belong with Tedros and I 
belong with—” 

“Then why can’t I see my future together with him? If I belonged with 
him, why can’t I see myself as this girl in your wish? I’m meant to be alone, 
Hort. That's why PII lose him. Because I need to learn to be happy on my 
own. Like my mother was. That can be an Ever After, can’t it?” 


“You haven’t lost him,” Hort pressed, still looking at his fish. “It’s never 
too late in a fairy tale!” 

Agatha sighed wistfully and touched his cheek. “Even fairy tales have 
limits, Hort. Both of us have to let go. Let Sophie and Tedros live their Ever 
After. For your own happiness.” 

Hort scorched pink. “For my own happiness? That’s rich coming from 
you,” he sneered, yanking his finger from the water, dissolving the painting. 
“You're the one forcing Tedros to love Sophie, just so she’ll destroy that 
ring. I heard what she said behind that curtain in the cave. At least I’m 
willing to fight for my happy ending. You’re giving away your true love to 
someone he doesn’t belong with and expecting him to live with it forever! 
Tell yourself all you want that you’re not good enough for him, Agatha. Tell 
yourself you’re doing it to save Good. Tell yourself any excuse that lets you 
sleep at night. But we both know you’re just too afraid to fight for the 
person you belong with. And you know what, princess? Even if I hate the 
boy to his bones, that doesn’t sound Good to me at all.” 

Hort stalked away, leaving Agatha alone by the pond. 

She watched him go, her heart wasting to a small, dark hollow. 

Soft burbles echoed behind her and she turned to see the Wish Fish, 
white-hued once more and bobbing at the pond’s edge for her turn. 

“Please help me, little fish,” she said softly. 

The fish’s eyes twinkled with moonlight, like a thousand wishing stars. 

With a breath, Agatha dipped her finger in the water and waited for her 
heart to give her an answer . . . the way Sophie’s heart had led her so clearly 
to Tedros ... 

Tell me what I really want, she asked. 

Instantly the fish began to turn different colors . . . pink, blue, green, red 

. . vibrating and shaking madly, like corn kernels in a fire— 
Agatha closed her eyes, knowing the fish were about to paint the answer 
. . her path towards goodness and happiness, once and for all... 

Her lashes fluttered open. 

The Wish Fish hadn’t moved. 

Like fading flowers, they drained to white, looking up at her, tired and 
defeated. 

Agatha smiled sadly, remembering what her teacher once decreed of 
such a result. 


“Foggy mind,” she whispered. 

She caressed the fish goodbye and followed Hort’s receding shadow 
back towards the house. 

Neither Hort nor Agatha had noticed there was a third person by the 
pond the whole time, sitting behind a tall oak. 

The blond prince never moved from his spot, even when the sun rose 
the next morning like a golden ring and cast him in precarious light. 
Instead, he lay against the tree and listened again and again to the echo of 
everything he’d just heard, a single tear shining on his face. 
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For the next week, Tedros was a ghost. 

No one saw him during the days—not in the house, nor on the moors, or 
near the oak grove—and no one had the slightest clue if or where he slept. 
Guinevere fretted her son would starve, until Agatha gently suggested they 
leave a basket of food on the porch for him in the evenings. By the 
morning, it was always gone. 





To Agatha, his disappearing act was at once a terror and a relief. On the 
one hand, the sun was getting smaller every day, leaving the moors streaked 


in permanent pink and purple sunset. The world was barreling to an end and 
the prince who could save it with a kiss was nowhere to be found. 

And yet, it also meant for the first time in weeks, Agatha didn’t have to 
think about that prince. The two of them had become inextricable, the way 
she and Sophie had once been. Every thought she’d had these past few 
weeks had been consumed with Tedros: worrying about Tedros, fighting 
with Tedros, making up with Tedros—Tedros, Tedros, Tedros, until she’d 
run herself ragged living life from both their points of view. With the prince 
gone, she suddenly remembered she was a full human being without him. 
And indeed, if being alone was her ending to come . . . then now was the 
time to start preparing for it. 

By the sixth day, she and the group had settled into a routine, like a 
ragtag family. Hort spent his days with Lancelot doing chores around the 
farm. From morning until night, they’d milk cows, till the vegetable garden, 
gather eggs from chickens, shear sheep, bathe the horses, and manage a 
frisky goat named Fred who chased any animal of female persuasion 
halfway across the moors. Caked in sweat, smelling of hay and manure, 
Hort seemed elated to be useful to such a virile man, and they looked 
almost like father and son with their oily black hair, puffed-up chests, and 
swaggering gaits. 

Guinevere, meanwhile, had the house to manage, with an endless 
amount of laundry, sewing, cooking, and cleaning on account of the extra 
guests, all of which she did eagerly, rejecting any offer of help, as if she 
needed the work to distract her from her thoughts. 

Which left Agatha and Sophie on their own. 

For the first time since they lost their Ever After, the two girls didn’t 
have a boy between them. Trapped on these heaths with nothing to do, it 
was like they were back in sheltered Gavaldon, with a world of princes and 
fairy tales far far away. 

While Hort slept on the couch in the den, the two girls had to share a 
bed in the small guest room. Each morning, they’d have bacon and eggs 
with Hort, Lancelot, and Guinevere, do their best to tidy up before Tedros’ 
mother shooed them out, and spend the rest of the morning walking the 
moors or riding horses together. 

The first week, they seemed to have forgotten how to be friends at all. 
At night, each girl rolled to her side of the bed and murmured something 


half-hearted. During walks and rides, their stilted conversation revolved 
around what might be for lunch, the abundance of farm animals, and the 
weather (which given the magical location, was invariably the same). 
Agatha noticed Sophie was edgy and preoccupied, constantly peeking at her 
ring and Tedros’ name tattooed beneath it. Whenever Lancelot crossed their 
path, Sophie pretended to fix a fingernail or adjust her shoe, avoiding eye 
contact. Sometimes, Agatha would catch her tossing in her sleep, 
murmuring disconnected phrases: “Don’t listen to him” . . . “black-swan 
gold”... “hearts don’t lie,” before Sophie would wake up shaky and red 
faced and seal herself in the bathroom. 

Agatha, meanwhile, still couldn't get comfortable around her old friend. 
While traveling with Merlin, she’d convinced herself that letting Sophie end 
with Tedros was the Good thing to do—first, because Sophie would destroy 
her ring and kill the School Master; and second, because if she couldn’t be 
the queen Tedros needed, shouldn’t Sophie have her chance? 

But Hort’s words at the pond had put a dent in her convictions. For one 
thing, while Sophie aspired to rule one of Good’s kingdoms, here she was 
holding Good hostage over her ring. Even if agreeing to her terms would 
save Good’s future . . . it still seemed Evil. 

More importantly, could Sophie really make Tedros happy? Tedros 
might appear strong and swaggery, but deep inside he was gentle, lonely, 
and soft. How could Sophie know every part of him? How could she take 
care of him? The more Agatha tried to envision their Ever After, the more 
she had a sinking feeling, as if reliving an old story. As if she were Lancelot 
now, surrendering Tedros to Sophie, like the knight had once surrendered 
Guinevere to Arthur. What Good had come of that in the end? 

As the days passed and Tedros didn’t return, each girl seemed to slip 
further into private doubts, speaking less and less to the other... 

Then came Nellie Mae. 

For the past six days, Agatha had been riding a horse named Benedict, 
which she’d chosen for his scrawny legs, rumpled black coat, and hacking 
cough. 

“Goodness, Aggie, don’t you read storybooks?” Sophie said after 
Guinevere had opened the stable of riding horses that first day. “Black 
horses are untrainable, untamable, and mean. Besides, he sounds like he’s 
on death’s door. What in the world possessed you to pick him?” 


“Reminded me of myself,” Agatha said, rubbing his neck and finding a 
handful of fleas. 

Sophie, meanwhile, had chosen an elegant, chestnut-skinned Arabian 
mare named Nellie Mae, with a striking white tail. 

“So much character in her eyes,” Sophie admired. “For all we know, she 
belonged to Scheherazade.” 

“Schehere-who?” 

“Oh Aggie, didn’t they teach you any princess history at that Good 
school?” Sophie said, mounting her horse. “Not every fairy-tale princess is 
creamy white with a small nose and a name like Buttercup or—” 

Agatha didn’t hear the rest because Nellie Mae had bolted from the 
stables like a demon out of hell. 

For the rest of the week, Sophie tried in vain to control her mare, which 
kicked and neighed and spat at her, only obeying Sophie if she strangled it 
by the reins .. . while Agatha calmly rode Benedict as if coasting down a 
river. 

Still, day after day, Sophie refused to switch Nellie Mae, as if admitting 
her poor taste in horses would somehow invalidate all her life choices. But 
this morning, after Nellie Mae stomped on her toe, farted in her face, and 
spent a good deal of time walking in a circle, Sophie finally turned to 
Agatha. “She's as difficult as me, isn’t she?” 

Agatha snorted. “You’re worse.” 

“What is it with me and foul-tempered animals?” Sophie mewled as 
Nellie Mae swayed back and forth, trying to fling her off. “Is this because I 
didn’t take Animal Communication?” 

“Problem is you’re fighting it instead of trusting it,” said Agatha. 
“Sometimes there’s more to the story than you, Sophie. You can’t pick 
everything at first sight, just because it looks good, and then force it to be 
with you, like a handbag or a dress. Relationships are more complicated 
than that. You can’t control the story from both sides.” 

“Wouldn’t you try to control your story if everyone told you your heart 
was Evil, when you know it isn’t? Wouldn’t you try to prove them wrong?” 
Sophie fought, gripping the reins. “I have a Good heart, just like you, and I 
trust what it chooses for me. I have to. Because if I don’t, what do I have 
left?” 


Agatha met her eyes. Neither of them were talking about horses 
anymore. 

Sophie stroked Nellie Mae’s head. “I am ready for a relationship, Aggie. 
You’ll see.” She whispered into the horse’s ear. “Right, Nellie Mae? We’re 
a team for Good, you and I. I trust you and you trust m—” 

Nellie Mae bucked Sophie so hard she flipped backwards and landed 
face-first on her horse’s rump, before Nellie Mae took off across the moors. 

“Aggggieeeeeeece!” Sophie screamed. 

For a moment, Agatha relished the sight of Sophie dragged into 
oblivion, her nose in the horse’s buttocks, her buttocks on the horse’s head, 
before Agatha realized that if she didn’t stop them, Nellie Mae wouldn’t 
ever stop. 

With a firm kick to Benedict’s side, Agatha raced after Sophie’s horse, 
while Hort and Lancelot hooted from the sheep’s meadow, thoroughly 
entertained. 

The problem, of course, was that as kind as he was, Benedict lived life 
at a glacial pace and saw no reason to move any faster, especially given 
how little regard he had for both Sophie and Nellie Mae. But now Agatha 
glimpsed a deep swamp patch ahead of Sophie’s horse, bounded by a fallen 
tree the size of a boulder. 

Nellie Mae accelerated towards the tree, perhaps seeing a chance to rid 
herself of her rider once and for all. 

“Sophie, watch out!” Agatha yelled. 

Sophie looked up and gasped— 

Nellie Mae leapt over the tree, throwing Sophie headlong into swamp 
mud, before the horse landed gracefully on the other side and galloped into 
the sunrise. 

Sophie heard Agatha’s horse trotting up. “Now do you take back the 
part about me being more difficult?” Sophie groaned, caked in mud. 

Agatha looked down from her horse and held out a hand. “No.” 

“Fair enough,” Sophie sighed, pulling up and climbing onto Benedict 
behind her. 

As they rode towards the house, Sophie gripping onto her, Agatha felt 
her friend’s head rest on her shoulder. 

“Still rescuing me after all these years, Aggie,” Sophie whispered, 
nuzzling in. 


“Have you ever heard of a fairy tale called The Scorpion and the Frog?” 
Agatha asked. 

“Obviously. Do you not know it? Really, as much as I like Clarissa 
Dovey, her curriculum seems woefully thin.” Sophie cleared her throat. 
“Once upon a time, a scorpion desperate to cross a stream sees a frog safe 
on the other side and asks him for a ride. The frog doesn’t want to help, of 
course, because he says the scorpion will surely sting and kill him. The 
scorpion replies that to kill the frog would be foolish, for he can’t swim, and 
if the frog dies, so will he. Convinced of this logic, the frog offers the 
scorpion a ride... but as they start to cross the river, the scorpion instantly 
stings the frog. “You fool!” the frog croaks as he sinks. “Now we both shall 
die!’ But the scorpion only shrugs and does a jig on the drowning frog’s 
back. ‘I could not help myself,’ the scorpion says—” 

“It’s my nature,” Agatha finished. 

Sophie smiled, surprised. “So you do know it!” 

“Better than you can imagine,” Agatha said sharply. 

Sophie didn’t say another word for the rest of the ride. 


By the next day, the girls had fallen back into their old friendship, with 
Agatha grumbling at Sophie’s monologues, Sophie teasing Agatha over her 
clumsiness, and the two of them bickering and giggling like teenagers in 
love. The days rolled by, into the second week, and still there was no sign 
of the prince, except for the missing baskets of food each morning. And yet, 
his absence brought Sophie and Agatha closer and closer, whether they 
were drinking cherry punch in front of a fire, exploring the moorlands, or 
gabbing and snuggling with each other well after the rest of the house was 
asleep. 

“Why do you think Lancelot and Guinevere have a guest room at all?” 
asked Agatha one evening, as they shared a picnic basket in a wild garden 
about a mile from the house. “It’s not like they can have guests. Except 
Merlin, I suppose, but he prefers to sleep in a tree.” 

Sophie stared at her. 

“The things you learn when you’re camping with someone,” Agatha 
smirked, picking at a slice of Guinevere’s almond cake. “Do you think she 
and Lancelot wanted a child together?” 


“It would explain the puerile choice of wallpaper,” groused Sophie, 
sipping at homemade cucumber juice. 

“But what’s stopping them? Been more than six years since Merlin hid 
them here.” 

“Maybe Guinevere realized she didn’t want a child with a man whose 
personality is as odious as his hygiene,” Sophie snipped. 

When they were finished, they treaded farther into the flower garden, 
reveling in the hazy air and feeling of safety, as if they were in a bigger, 
better version of the Blue Forest. 

“I’ve been meaning to tell you something,” said Agatha, sucking the 
honey out of a honeysuckle. “When we came back to the Woods, Tedros 
and I found a portal through your mother’s grave on Graves Hill. But there 
was no body in it. And when we came out the other side—” 

“My mother had a villain’s grave on Necro Ridge.” 

Agatha looked at Sophie, thrown. 

“The things you learn when you’re camping with someone,” Sophie 
smiled. “Tedros told me everything that happened before you both rescued 
me. But it doesn’t make sense to me either, Aggie. It has to be the Crypt 
Keeper’s mistake. I know your mother didn’t tell you she’d been at school, 
but my mother would have told me. She never went to the School for Good 
and Evil. She never went into the Woods. I’m sure of it. So the Storian 
couldn’t have written her fairy tale. Because my mother died right in front 
of me...” Sophie stopped, voice faltering. “Like yours died in front of 
you.” 

Agatha’s throat dried out. 

“Im so sorry, Aggie,” Sophie rasped. 

Agatha felt old emotions rise as Sophie wrapped her in a smothering 
hug. For the first time since she left Gavaldon, Agatha wept for her mother. 

“Callis loved you so much,” Sophie whispered, rubbing her friend’s 
back. “Even if she hated me.” 

“She didn’t hate you. She just assumed we wouldn’t stay friends once 
we got to our schools,” Agatha said, wiping her eyes. 

“She also assumed you’d be in Evil and me in Good,” said Sophie. 

“Would have solved everything, wouldn’t it?” said Agatha. 

The two girls laughed. 


“Everyone thinks we’re so different, Aggie,” said Sophie. “But we both 
know what it’s like to lose someone who truly understands us.” 

Agatha lay her head on Sophie’s shoulder. “And to find someone too.” 

Now it was Sophie’s turn to cry. 

“We should get back,” sighed Agatha finally. “Think Guinevere and 
Lancelot have enough headaches without us disappearing too.” 

As they walked home, Agatha took Sophie’s arm. 

“What do you think of those two, by the way? For two lovers who 
changed the course of a kingdom, they’re quite . . . domestic.” 

“That's sugarcoating it,’ Sophie said, grimacing. “If she’d stayed with 
Arthur, imagine the things Guinevere would be doing with him right now: 
planning the Easter Ball or welcoming neighboring kings for dinner or 
managing the royal court. And here she is, folding a man’s shirts and taking 
pleasure in it. Arthur would have been better off with someone like my 
mother, who knew she was meant for a grander life.” 

“I only saw your mother once or twice in town when I was really 
young,” said Agatha. “But I remember she was beautiful, like a gold-haired 
nymph.” 

“It's been seven years, so I can’t even picture her face anymore,” said 
Sophie. “The more I try to remember it, the more it shape-shifts, like I’m 
trying to recapture a dream. But she didn’t leave the house much. Didn’t 
have any friends either except Honora, until . . . well, you know. That's how 
I know she never went to the school or into the Woods at all. Because she 
never would have gone back to Gavaldon. She despised that place.” 

“Like mother, like daughter,” Agatha quipped. 

“The difference between me and her is that I got out,” said Sophie, her 
tone steeling. “Pll have the grand life she always wanted. I’ll have an Ever 
After big enough for the both of us.” 

Agatha smiled tightly and they lapsed into silence. 

As the two girls neared the farmhouse, they glimpsed Gavaldon lit up 
far away like the northern lights, the protective shield around it pocked with 
holes of various sizes, none bigger than the size of a melon. Through the 
holes, they could see the green turrets of the cottages rich and textured, the 
clock on the crooked tower sharp and clear, and groups of children in the 
Square, noses buried in storybooks. They could even see some of the shop 


windows, including Mr. Deauville’s Storybook Shop, now reopened and 
teeming with kids. 

“They’re reading the rewritten storybooks,” Agatha realized, 
remembering Merlin’s warning. “Every time Evil wins, a fairy tale rewrites 
itself. That’s why Gavaldon’s opening to the School Master and his Dark 
Army. Readers are believing in the power of Evil.” 

Sophie swallowed. “Uh... how long did Merlin say we had before the 
Woods went dark?” 

“No more than a week now,” Agatha warned, eyeing the ring on 
Sophie’s finger. The End was right there . . . and yet so far away. “Meant to 
ask you. The other night, I saw you and Lancelot talking in the dining room. 
What did he say to you?” 

Her friend stopped walking, but said nothing. 

“Sophie?” 

Sophie’s eyes were still on Gavaldon. “It’s coming, isn’t it?” she said 
softly. 

“What is?” 

Sophie turned. “Each of us thinks we know who’s Good and who’s Evil. 
You, me, Tedros, Rafal . . . even Lancelot. But all of us can’t be right, 
Aggie. Someone has to be wrong.” 

Agatha shook her head. “I don’t underst—” 

“What if we could go back to the beginning? When it was just me and 
you.” There were hot spots on Sophie’s cheeks, desperation in her voice. “It 
was our first Ever After, Aggie. Can’t it be the last?” 

Agatha gazed at her starlit, hopeful friend, framed by the vision of their 
old home. 

Gently Agatha took Sophie’s hand and looked into her eyes. “But it 
wasn’t, was it? Our Ever After didn’t last.” 

Sophie let go of her, sadness weakening her smile. “You still think Pm 
that same girl. You think I’m the one meant to be alone.” 

“No—that's not what I meant—” Agatha countered. 

“Say it, Aggie,” Sophie asked, lips quivering. “Tell me you and Tedros 
deserve the Ever After. More than Tedros and me. More than me and you.” 

Agatha broke into a sweat. 

“Tell me you want to be Camelot’s queen. That only you can make 
Tedros happy forever,” said Sophie, eyes welling. “Tell me and I'll destroy 


the ring tonight. I promise.” 

Agatha flushed in surprise. She searched Sophie’s face and saw she was 
speaking the truth. 

This was The End. 

This was the way out of the fairy tale. 

All she had to do was say the words. 

“Say you’re a fairy-tale queen, Agatha,” Sophie coaxed. 

Agatha opened her mouth— 

And yet no words came . . . only the image of her in a Wish Fish 
painting, wearing Tedros’ crown... 

“Say it, Aggie,” Sophie pressed her. 

Agatha imagined herself as that classic, regal leader . . . worthy of 
standing beside King Arthur’s son. 

“Say it and mean it,” Sophie demanded. 

Agatha struggled for air. “I...I...T’m... 

Shallow gasps faded into the wind. 

“But you can’t say it, can you?” Sophie whispered, touching Agatha’s 
cheek. “Because you’ll never really believe it.” 

Agatha felt hot tears blind her, her voice padlocked inside— 

But now there was someone else coming towards her across the moors. 

A blond, broad-shouldered boy, holding a single pink rose. 

Freshly bathed and shaven, Tedros glided towards Agatha in a loose, 
milk-colored shirt and black breeches, Excalibur sheathed on his belt. 

Only he wasn’t looking at Agatha. 

His eyes pinned on Sophie as he stopped in front of them, his mouth a 
sensual grin. 

“Can we go somewhere, Sophie? You and me?” 

Sophie smiled and glanced at Agatha plaintively, as if asking her 
permission .. . but she’d already let Tedros take her hand. 

As he led Sophie away from the house, Agatha waited for her prince to 
look back at her. 

He never did. 

Standing there, alone on the moors, Agatha watched the two shadows 
nestle closer, before Tedros slipped his rose into Sophie’s palm. Gazing at 
her prince, Sophie clasped it to her chest and whispered something to him. 
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The future king smiled and guided her ahead, their silhouettes melting into 
the moonglow, as if a door to Ever After had opened... 
Then they were gone, like the last beat of light in Agatha’s heart. 


“Here I was expecting you to swing in on a vine, bearded, dirt-smeared, and 
thumping your chest like Tedros of the jungle,” Sophie ribbed as they 
treaded through darkness hand in hand. “A bit disappointed, actually.” 

“Stopped at the house and cleaned up,” the prince said tersely. 

“You’ve been gone more than a week. What have you been doing all 
this time?” 

“Thinking.” 

Sophie waited for him to elaborate, but they walked more than an hour 
before he said another word. His clean-smelling hair tickled against her 
neck and the prince led her so firmly that a hot flash rippled up her spine. 
Sophie’s other hand cupped the soft pink rose, making sure it was still there. 
Once upon a time, at a Welcoming, Tedros had thrown his rose to see who 
would be his true love, and she’d failed to catch it. 

But Sophie had the rose now. 

A muffled roar echoed ahead and she looked up to see the moon reflect 
off a broad river bounded by walls of dark rock. The river slipped ahead 
calmly before it plunged down a cavernous waterfall, too deep to see the 
bottom. Beyond the waterfall, there was nothing but the moon’s white glare. 

“Leave it to you to find the ends of the earth,” said Sophie. 

“In here,” said Tedros, pulling her towards an opening in the river rock. 

Sophie crammed into the hole, trying to find her grip without crushing 
her prince’s rose. As she came through, Tedros clutched her waist and 
helped her stand to full height. For a moment, she couldn't see anything. 
Then she heard the scrape of a matchstick and watched Tedros light a tall 
candle he must have taken from the house— 

Sophie gasped. 

They were in a shimmering sapphire cave, the walls made entirely out 
of the rich blue gem. Bands of flawless sapphires distorted her face back at 
her like a hall of mirrors. A blanket and pillow lay in the corner and crumbs 
of food littered the ground, along with a few discarded baskets. Clearly this 
had been Tedros’ camp for the past week. 


He spread the blanket and helped Sophie sit down before he cozied in 
beside her, his leg touching hers, and placed the candle in front of them. 

“Noticed you and Agatha spending a lot of time together,” he said. 

Sophie peeked at his arched brow and knew better than to ask how 
much he’d been spying on them from afar. “Well, you had your time with 
Agatha and you had your time with me. Isn’t it fair that she and I had our 
turn? Especially if it’s the last time before things .. . change.” She gave him 
a coy look. 

Tedros nodded, picking at the candle wax. “Of course.” 

“We were worried about you, Teddy. Out there on your own. It must 
have been overwhelming to be thrown in that house with—” 

“I don’t want to talk about an old story, Sophie. It’s the new story I care 
about.” 

He turned, his stare piercing. ““When we were on the trail, you said there 
were two types of queens. The one who wants to be a queen and the one 
who doesn’t. I asked what you would do as my future queen—” 

“Before we were rudely interrupted by zombie pirates,’ Sophie 
simpered. 

Tedros didn’t smile. “It was the wrong question. I should have asked 
you why you want to be my queen.” 

Sophie’s shoulders relaxed. Finally, they’d finish what they started in 
the Woods. No nerves, no setbacks this time. . . . Everything was in her 
hands now. All Tedros wanted was the truth. 

She looked up at the jagged sapphires over their heads, reflecting the 
two of them like a thousand crowns. Then Sophie took a deep breath and 
began to speak. 

“T used to dream of princes. Magnificent balls filled with hundreds of 
beautiful boys and me the only girl. Pd walk the line examining them, 
trying to pick which one would be my Ever After. Every night I’d get closer 
and closer, only to wake up before I found him. How I dreaded that moment 
when my eyes opened. To be in a world of magic and romance and 
Goodness and then robbed back into a drab, pointless life seemed so... 
wrong. I didn’t belong in a cottage lane with fifteen houses exactly like 
mine. I couldn’t marry some shopkeeper or cobbler’s boy and slog at the 
bakery each day just to feed our children. I wanted to find real happiness, 
where The End didn’t mean getting old and useless and being crammed in a 


graveyard with everyone else. Agatha thinks all this sounds like heaven, of 
course, but she wants to hide in an ordinary life. I’m special. I’m different. 
I’m meant to have my name remembered more than Snow White and 
Sleeping Beauty and girls who were just pretty and passive and waited like 
dolls for their princes to arrive. I’m meant to live in people’s hearts for Ever 
After, no matter how old my story gets. Because unlike all those other Good 
girls, I found a happy ending for myself. / made it happen, no matter how 
many people tried to take ıt away from me. That’s why I want to be a 
queen, Tedros. Because no matter what anyone said, I always knew I was 
one. Searching for her king.” 

Sophie stroked his cheek. “And here you are.” 

Tears sprang to Tedros’ eyes. 

“I told you,” Sophie smiled. “I told you we belonged together from that 
very first day.” 

Her prince took her by the waist. “Thank you for telling me the truth, 
Sophie.” 

“And was the truth .. . enough?” she asked, red-hot. 

Tedros nodded, his fingers moving up her back. “You only left out one 
thing...” 

She inhaled his sweet breath. “What's that?” she whispered, leaning in. 

Tedros held her neck and slowly pressed his lips to hers, soft as a cloud. 
With a gasp, Sophie fell into his kiss, heart pumping against his chest. 

At last. 

At last! 

She tasted every morsel of his perfect mouth, waiting for the rapturous 
swell between them that would seal their end... . for a spark as electric and 
strong as love could bear... 

But all Sophie tasted was dead hollowness, as if kissing a stone. 

Shaken, she seized Tedros tighter, kissed him harder, but she felt 
nothing from his side, nothing from her side, absolutely nothing at all, as 
their lips grew lifeless, repelling each other, until finally she pulled away. 

Tedros glowered at her, ice-cold. “You left the part out about being my 
queen because you love me.” 

Sophie’s heart was a black hole. 

“T’m not your true love, Sophie. I never was,” said the prince. “We don’t 
belong together.” 


Sophie sputtered for breath. “But . . . but—the ring—” She glanced 
down at her hand urgently, only to see the stain of Tedros’ name vanish 
beneath the gold, as if it had never been there at all. 

A loud clink jolted her and she turned to find Excalibur on the ground 
next to her. 

Sophie looked up at Tedros, tramping out of the cave. 

“By the time I come back, I want it destroyed,” he commanded. 

Then he forged into the night air and veered out of sight. 

Slowly Sophie looked down at the ring, flickering beneath the candle. 

Rage ripped through her blood . . . rage so thick and primal it made her 
whole body rattle— 

She tore the ring off her finger and hurled it at the sapphire wall, before 
it crashed into dirt across from her. 

Lancelot was right. 

The ring had lied to her. It had carved the name of a prince who she 
never belonged to. It had knowingly led her down the wrong path. It had 
made an utter fool of her. 

And so had the boy who’d given it to her. 

Teeth gnashed, she grabbed Excalibur with both hands, picturing Rafal’s 
twisted grin. Evil’s Master would learn his lesson for betraying her. 

Sophie raised Good’s sword high over the ring and brought it down with 
a scream— 

The blade stopped a sliver short. 

But had he betrayed her? 

Why would Evil’s ring lead her to Good’s prince in the first place? 

And why would Rafal let her go off with that prince without chasing 
her? 

She thought of Captain Hook, who had orders not to return her to the 
young School Master. She thought of the beautiful frost-haired boy at the 
window, watching her leave. She thought of his omniscient blue eyes and 
serene face, his last words floating as she fell away... 

“You'll come back to me.” 

Eyes widening, Sophie slowly put the sword down. 

Rafal hadn’t betrayed her. 

He’d set her free, just like Agatha had set her and Tedros free . . . so that 
all ofthem could find the truth for themselves. 


A truth Sophie had been running from for a very long time. 

The gold ring was warm to the touch when she picked it up from the dirt 
and slid it onto her finger. For a moment it glowed red, as if sealing a new 
bond between them, and she glared down at her reflection in its surface. 

There would be no destroying the ring tonight. 

Or ever. 

For the reason she’d known what was missing in Tedros’ kiss is because 
she’d already felt it once with someone else. 

Someone who loved her for what she truly was. 

Someone she’d been too scared to love back. 

Because if she did, it meant she and Agatha were both queens—each 
afraid to accept their fate. 

But unlike her best friend, Sophie was ready now. 

Alone in candlelight, she closed her eyes and made a wish... 

Foraprince...acastle...acrown... 

Evil this time, instead of Good. 

A chill swept through the cave and blew the candle out. 


Agatha lay in infinite darkness, praying for sleep. She lasted only a few 
minutes before she sat up and lit the candle on the bed table. 

Her eyes caught the small mirror on the wall and she saw her tired face, 
raccoon circles around her eyes, and the slouch in her shoulders. 

How long ago it seemed she was a princess. 

She was about to ball up under the covers and try to sleep with the 
candle burning, when she heard faint music and giggles from behind the 
house. 

Rising to her knees, she peered through the window to see Guinevere 
dancing in the garden as Lancelot played the piccolo, dancing beside her. 
Lancelot took her arm as they twirled and laughed, the two of them 
celebrating the end of each song with a kiss. 

Agatha watched, mesmerized. All this time, she’d thought of them as 
woeful exiles, banished to purgatory and surely bored stiff of each other 
after six long years. Instead, they were swaying and kissing at midnight for 
no reason at all, like two punch-drunk teenagers. It didn’t matter where they 
were, who was around them, what they had and what they didn’t. 

They still had each other. 


They still had love. 

Agatha colored with shame. Here she was, surrendering her prince 
because she was too afraid to fight for her own self-worth. And not only 
that, she was pretending she was doing it to protect Good’s old heroes. 
What would those old heroes think of her now? A true princess didn’t hide 
from her fate behind the shield of Good. A true princess knew fate wasn’t 
just hers—but her prince’s too. By not being with Tedros, she was ruining 
both of their lives. Gavaldon or Woods, royals or peasants, Good, Evil, 
Boys, Girls, Young, Old . . . none of it mattered as long as they were 
together. 

She didn’t have to be a queen. She had to be his queen. 

And that, she knew how to do. 

Without thinking, she was staggering out of the bedroom and down the 
hall. She flung open the front door and darted down the porch steps to the 
dewy moors. She squinted into the dark night, heart breaking .. . 

Because it was too late. Tedros and Sophie were long gone. 

Crestfallen, she hung her head and trudged back towards the door. 

A soft crunching sound crackled in the distance. 

Agatha looked up and saw a hulking outline far across the heath moving 
towards the house. 

She slunk forward, eyes fixed ahead as they adjusted to the darkness. 

“Hort?” she called out. 

But now she recognized the heft of the walk... the long, muscular arms 

. . the thick belt on his waist, missing a sword. 

Tedros’ gaze locked on her as he strode towards the house. 

Before she knew it, Agatha was sprinting towards him and Tedros 
sprinting towards her. Stumbling in the dark, Agatha could hear herself 
panting, choking up, as his shadow hurtled towards her, faster, faster, until 
they collided like stars and Agatha fell. Tedros swept her up in his arms as 
she laughed and he kissed her long and hard, like he’d never kissed her 
before— 

“You think I don’t know you, Agatha,” he whispered. “You think I can’t 
see who you are.” 

“It’s not enough for you to see it, Tedros,” said Agatha. “I have to see it 
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too. 


“And now my whole kingdom will see it. The greatest queen who will 
ever live.” 

Agatha stared into his eyes, so clear, so convinced. “But I’m just me— 
Pm just a girl... and you... you’re...” 

“You think I know how to be a king?” Tedros blurted. 

“What? But you always act so—” 

“Act. Act!” He shook his head, voice breaking. “Tell me you love me, 
Agatha. Tell me you’ll never give me up again. Tell me you’ll be my queen 
forever—” 

“I love you, Tedros,” Agatha wept. “I love you more than you know.” 

“Say the rest too!” 

> 

But there were no more words, as tears streamed down their faces and 
mixed on their lips, the sugar and salt of love. 


Far across the moors, Hort waited a long time after Tedros left the cave 
before he made his move. He’d followed the prince when he’d brought 
Sophie here, so it was unsettling to see him leave the cave without her. 
Skulking out from behind a tree, Hort stole through the opening, his 
fingertip glowing, until the sapphire walls blinded him with their glare. 

“Sophie?” he called, shielding his eyes. “Sophie, where are you?” 

But all Hort found was an unused sword and a spatter of black feathers, 
as if she’d been rescued away by a swan. 


PART HI 





eS 7 


In Darkness Comes a Queen 


When Sophie woke up in the School Master’s tower, there was a dress 
waiting for her on the bed, spotlit by the dawn. 

Now she stood at the window in the strapless black velvet, tight to her 
skin, with a long, flowing train that made her look like a sinister bride. 

Across the bay, green fog snaked over the quiet black castles of Old and 
New, hazy beneath a morning sun no bigger than a yellow marble. So 
peaceful, she thought. All these years, she’d clawed and strained and 
agonized to be Good, trying to bully her way to Ever After. But as she 
looked out at her Evil kingdom, Sophie realized she never should have tried 
at all. Two years ago, the School Master had put her in the school where she 
belonged—the school she was meant to one day rule. And if she’d just 
embraced that fact instead of denied it, if she’d just loved herself the way 
she was, she would have saved herself a world of pain. 





She glanced down at her arms. “No warts or wrinkles yet. When will I, 
um, turn intoa... you know...” 

Rafal came up beside her, wearing a black velvet coat with a mandarin 
collar that matched his velvet trousers. “Professor Manley begins his first 
day of Uglification class by explaining why villains must be ugly to 
succeed. Ugliness releases you from the surface—from the prison of vanity 
and your own looks—and sets you free to embrace the soul within. The first 
time you turned into a witch, your soul needed you to be ugly so you could 
see beyond your beauty and access your own Evil. But you’re a different 
witch now, Sophie. You accept yourself as you are, inside and out. Ugliness 
would serve you no purpose. Just as it serves no purpose to me.” 

She expected to feel relief at keeping her beauty, but instead felt a 
strange hollowness, as if what she looked like no longer mattered after all 
she’d been through. Her eyes moved to the ring on her finger. “It’s black- 
swan gold, isn’t it? You knew it would lead me to Tedros.” 

His mouth tightened, as if deliberating whether to find out how she’d 
learned this or to let go of anything that might have happened during the 
time she had strayed. “Let’s put it this way,” he said at last. “As long as you 
didn’t destroy it, I knew it would lead you back to me.” 

“And what if I had destroyed it?” she asked, turning to him. “What if 
Tedros loved me?” 


“A kiss of true love has to go both ways, remember? I’m quite sure the 
prince felt as little from your kiss as you felt from his.” His face softened. 
“Besides .. . Pd rather you’d have killed me than deserted me forever.” 

Sophie looked down, quiet. Then she looked back at the beautiful, 
young School Master. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry for leaving—” 

He put his finger to her lips. “You’re here now. That’s all that matters.” 

“You’re not angry with me for betraying you?” 

“How can I be angry when your betrayal made us stronger? If anything 
I should be thankful. That is, if it’s you I’m meant to thank at all.” 

“What do you mean?” 

Rafal bit his lip thoughtfully. “Your friend Agatha used to have a rare 
talent—the ability not just to hear wishes, but to grant them too. Her first 
year, she wasted her talent on pointless concerns: setting a few fish free, 
befriending a gargoyle, standing up for some wolves. . . . But now I suspect 
she’s learned to use it on something more worthwhile.” He stared into 
Sophie’s eyes. “You.” 

“What?” said Sophie, jarred. “How could she—” 

“Your wish was to have Tedros kiss you, was it not? And it was Agatha 
who gave you and Tedros the clean slate to let that kiss happen. Perhaps she 
even went one step further, giving you your kiss with a prince like a genie 
from a lamp, knowing all along that Tedros would feel nothing and return to 
her in the end—his love for her stronger, because it’d been tested. That’d be 
something now, wouldn’t it? Granting your wish in order to fulfill her 
own.” 

Sophie furrowed. “I know Agatha and Agatha doesn’t think like that—” 

“Not consciously, perhaps. But her soul spins towards Good the same 
way yours does towards Evil. Maybe she even thought in your heartbreak 
and anger at losing your prince, you’d turn your back on me too and destroy 
my ring. Good would have its perfect Ever After, clean and efficient, all 
because of a princess’s secret talent.” 

Sophie’s face calcified. “So she wanted me to end up alone.” 

“Indeed,” the young School Master smiled. “Only she hadn’t counted on 
you discovering the difference between me and Prince Tedros of Camelot.” 

Sophie gazed into his riddling blue eyes. “What's that?” 

Rafal’s hand found her waist, pulling her in, and he pressed his lips to 
hers. His mouth was delicate yet firm, and from the moment it touched hers, 


Sophie felt her thoughts go silent, rapturously silent, like a dark bomb had 
imploded in her head. Then came her heart, rioting between fire and chills, 
as if it'd found its other half. He’d kissed her before, but this time she 
kissed him back harder, and as a breeze blew her hair over both their young 
faces, in streaks of sun-tinged gold, she knew there was no more guilt or 
doubt or shame, because she’d found love . . . everlasting love . . . as 
beautiful as it was Evil... 

Rafal’s lips floated off hers. 

“The difference is to a girl like you, Evil feels good,” he said. 

Sophie could hear the Storian behind them, inking their kiss in a vibrant 
splash of color. 

“And it’s time I finally felt good, isn’t it?” she grinned, feeling the dark 
stirrings of her heart. 

She kissed her beautiful boy again, biting his lip so hard she tasted 
blood. “I’m your queen now, in heart and soul,” she whispered. 

Rafal licked his lips with pleasure and ran his hands through her hair. 
“Only one thing still missing, then .. .” 


The dress was no accident, it turned out. He’d planned the whole ceremony 
while she was sleeping. 

Now Sophie waited outside tall double doors inside the old Evil castle, 
her chest drumming with anticipation. 

With a baleful creak, the dark-wood doors slid open and eerie off-key 
music began, like a wedding march played backwards. She looked up at 
two black fairies perched on the door, sliding their green stingers across tiny 
violins. 

“Are you ready?” his voice said. 

She turned to Rafal, his young face framed by a wall of defaced old 
portraits in the leaky stair room. 

“Yes,” she said. 

His fingers slipped through hers and he led her through the open doors. 

Everyone in the Theater of Tales stood up as Master and Queen paraded 
down the long silver aisle. Once divided into Good and Evil, the vast, 
torchlit room was now fully devoted to Evil, Old and New. On one side of 
the aisle, the Dark Army of zombie villains watched from crumbling 
wooden pews, bounded by scorched walls spattered with green mold. Most 


of the old villains wore crossbone pins over their hearts, except for some of 
the most famous, including Red Riding Hood’s wolf, Cinderella’s 
stepmother, Jack’s giant, and Captain Hook, alive despite the bloody sword 
wound in his chest. Hook flashed Sophie a cheeky smirk and she stiffened, 
reminding herself she was his queen and he could do nothing to hurt her. 

“Crossbones mean they’ve killed their old Nemesis and rewritten their 
storybooks,” Rafal whispered, noticing her expression. “Pesky old wizard’s 
been hiding the most famous heroes in his so-called League. That’s why the 
shield over your world has yet to fall. But they’re running out of time. Soon 
Merlin and his League will come to us.” 

Sophie felt a hot glow of satisfaction at the thought of those foul old 
freaks being slain, after the way they’d bullied her in their cave. 

“Readers are believing in the power of Evil, my queen,” he said. “The 
shield hangs by a thread now. Any one of those famous heroes dead and 
Readers will surely lose their last faith in Good. The shield will break and 
then you will seal Evil’s victory once and for all.” 

“How?” Sophie whispered back. “What do we need in Gavaldon?” 

But Rafal only smiled. 

Over his shoulder, Sophie glimpsed the other side of the theater and her 
young Ever and Never classmates, who’d trekked across the Bridge from 
the old Good castle, and were standing in ivory pews made of polished 
bone. The last time she saw them, they looked defiant and resentful of their 
new Evil school. Now all of the young students were goggling across the 
aisle at the old villains, finally seeing what the School Master had been 
hiding in the other school and looking completely scared out of their wits. 
But joining the two schools wasn’t the only thing that had brought the New 
students into line. Because as Sophie peered closer, she saw her former 
classmates had been sectioned into three groups. 

In the front were the tracked Leaders, with gold swan pins over their 
hearts and new forest-green berets on their heads—Beatrix, Ravan, and 
Chaddick amongst them. In the middle pews, she spotted Reena, Nicholas, 
Arachne, and Vex amongst the tracked Henchmen, with silver swan pins 
and no hats at all. And behind these sidekicks, to Sophie’s astonishment, 
was the final group: the lowest-ranked students, with bronze swan pins, 
who’d already begun the process of mogrification. Kiko sniffled back tears, 
trying to hide limbs covered with white goose feathers; Tarquin snorted 


through a pig’s nose; Millicent itched at the deer antlers growing out of her 
red hair; and Brone’s arms were already sprouting fresh, green leaves. 

Serves them right, Sophie thought, for being hopelessly incompetent. 
She assumed Dot would be amongst the Mogrifs, turned into a chocolate- 
guzzling cow, but she couldn’t spot her in any of the groups. Or Anadil for 
that matter, or... 

Where were the witches? Sophie wondered, scanning the room. 

But the only other people in the room were the Evil faculty against the 
back wall, with the Good teachers still nowhere to be found. Professor 
Manley and Professor Sheeks looked blissfully proud of their student- 
turned-queen, as did Castor, whose ferocious canine head had been reunited 
with his brother Pollux’s on their dog’s body. (Pollux waved at Sophie and 
dabbed at his eyes with a handkerchief, pretending to be happy for her.) 
Next to them, Sophie could see Lady Lesso, seemingly pleased she’d 
returned to Evil, while her son and fellow Dean stood at her side— 

Sophie recoiled. Because Aric didn’t look like a Dean anymore at all. 
He had a blackened eye, deep claw marks across a swollen nose, and the 
word “CREEP” had been slashed into the skin of his forehead and was only 
just starting to heal. He glowered back at Sophie, as if daring her to keep 
gawking. 

Sophie turned away and caught her first glimpse of the raised stage at 
the front of the theater. The stone surface was cracked down the middle as 
always, but now there was a frost-blue mist seeping through the crack from 
beneath. If 1t was for magical effect, it was rather pitiful, Sophie thought, 
given the heft of the occasion. Unless it isn t magic at all. ... As Rafal led 
her up the steps, she squinted through the crack, trying to see if there was 
something below the stage— 

But then Sophie noticed what was above the stage. 

A black crown of spikes floated high in the air, glimmering in the green 
flame light of a skull-shaped chandelier. It was the same crown she’d seen 
herself wearing in the E-V-I-L murals back at the old Good castle, her 
smiling, painted self wrapped in Rafal’s arms. 

Sophie matched the smile now, clutching her handsome love, as they 
took center stage. Two years ago, the Circus Crown dangled above this spot 
the same way, awaiting the winning student of the first-year talent contest. 


She’d won her crown that night by disavowing Good and embracing Evil 
. . . Just as she would tonight. 

Only this time, she wasn’t alone. 

So much for Agatha s wish, she smiled bitterly. 

So much for Agatha at all. 

As the whole theater watched, Rafal magically lowered Evil’s crown 
onto Sophie’s head, before he gently fit it in place and kissed her on the 
forehead. His cold lips clashed with the iron at her temples, still warm from 
the chandelier flames, and she closed her eyes, imprinting the feeling and 
moment into her memory. When she opened her eyes, the young School 
Master was turned to his audience. 

“Light fades over our Woods and darkness rises. And in darkness comes 
a queen,” he declared. “Like every true love, Sophie and I have gone 
through harsh trials to find and commit to each other. But doubt and pain 
have only made us stronger. Now we are as unshakable as any two Evers 
who loved for Good. But our love, bonded by Evil, is still not enough to 
win our Never After. For Evil to find its first happy ending in two hundred 
years, a happy ending that will bring forth a Golden Age of wickedness and 
sin...” He stepped to the edge of the stage. “We need each of you.” 

The theater was dead quiet now. 

“In seven days, the Woods will go dark,” said Rafal. “We must enter the 
Reader World before the seventh sunset or all our lives will be at an end. 
With the most famous heroes yet to be killed, Readers still cling to their 
faith in Good. But that will soon change. For now that my queen has 
returned, the forces of Good have no choice but to attack our castle. Killing 
me is the only way they can win. I assure you, then, that Merlin and his 
heroes will charge our School for Evil before the week is done. Our mission 
is to kill these old heroes and break the Readers’ last faith in Good. That is 
our path into their world where we will seal Evil’s victory once and for all. 
Until Merlin’s heroes arrive, however, every one of us—young and old, 
Ever and Never, Leaders, Henchmen, and Mogrifs of future and past—must 
work together to defend our school. Our Deans of Evil and teachers shall 
lead our preparations and you will obey them.” 

He clasped Sophie’s hand. “In the past, Evil has lost every war because 
it had only something to fight against, rather than something to fight for. 
But now you have a queen who has given Evil a true chance at glory. A 


queen who once sat in the very seats in which you sit. A queen who will 
fight for you the way you fight for her.” 

Rafal’s face hardened. “And if anyone dare question that queen, then 
they will suffer the fate of all those who have failed their allegiance to Evil 

The stage began to rattle, as if shaken by an earthquake, and Sophie 
teetered against Rafal in surprise. All at once the stone stage tore apart at 
the crack, cold-blue mist spewing through the widening gap, until it cleared 
over a deep chasm and Sophie could see beneath the stage. 

Hidden in the bowels of Evil’s old castle was a cavernous frozen 
dungeon, with hundreds of bodies encased in ice. The first face Sophie saw 
was Professor Emma Anemone, eyes shocked wide under manic, blond 
curls, sealed in an ice tomb cut into the dungeon wall. Next to her, Dean 
Clarissa Dovey had her own glacial grave, her silver bun and rosy cheeks 
blurred by the ice—though Sophie noticed a shattered hole at the edge, 
where Anadil’s rat must have burrowed through and borrowed Dovey’s 
wand the night Agatha and Tedros broke in. 

“The Brig of Betrayers holds all those who’ve shirked their loyalties to 
Evil throughout the history of our school—including the old faculty of the 
School for Good, who were each given the chance to teach for their new 
school and all refused,” said Rafal. 

Pollux sniffed grievously from the back of the stage, expecting 
acknowledgment. 

Rafal ignored him. “And lucky for you, today we have three fresh 
inmates to the Brig...” 

Shrill squeaks echoed above him and the audience craned up to see 
Hester, Anadil, and Dot, bound together with rope, lowered over a pulley 
from the rafters by giggly Beezle. 

“These three so-called Nevers conspired to let our enemies through our 
gates, while one even mutilated our own Dean with her Evil-given talent,” 
said the School Master, leering at Hester and her demon as both writhed 
against the suffocating binds. “Yet even the most guilty betrayers deserve a 
fair trial, before they’re condemned to the Brig for an indefinite sentence 

The three witches were hardly paying attention now, for they’d caught 
sight of Sophie, returned to the School Master’s side with her menacing 


crown. 

“So I leave their fate to my queen, who, in addition to being intimately 
familiar with the accused, once even shared a room with them,” said Rafal, 
turning to Sophie. “So what do you say, my love? Spare them? Or condemn 
them?” 

Sophie saw the witches hone in on her, silently pleading for mercy. 
Even Hester, who’d rather pluck out her own eye than show weakness, 
looked scared out of her wits. 

How much we've been through together, thought Sophie, she and the 
Three Witches of Room 66. For all their tempestuous ups and downs, she’d 
almost come to think of them as friends. 

Almost. 

For these were the friends who’d always believed she’d end up alone 
... friends who pushed Agatha to side with her prince over her . . . friends 
who’d spied on her inside her own school . . . friends who’d never been 
there for her when she needed them most... 

And now they expected her to be their white-knight hero when they 
needed her. 

Sophie’s face went cold. If there was one moral to her fairy tale, it was 
that the witches were right all along. Nothing good ever came of her trying 
to be Good. 

“Condemn them,” she said. 

“No!” cried Dot— 

Rafal smirked at the terrified witches. “Then I’m afraid this is 
goodbye.” He raised his finger to sever the rope over the Brig— 

“Never was fond of goodbyes,” piped a voice above him. 

Rafal looked up. 

Merlin smiled down from the rafters, holding Beezle by the throat. 
“Mama!” the dwarf shrieked— 

Rafal stabbed out his finger, but Merlin shot first and a blast of fire 
exploded down the rope, hurling Rafal and Sophie off the stage and 
rocketing Beezle like a cannonball into the pews. From the ground, 
Sophie’s eyes fluttered open and she saw zombie villains stampeding the 
stage, Rafal lurching to his feet, the smoke over the rope clearing. . . 

But Merlin and the witches were long gone. 


The young School Master roared his fury and led the crush of villains 
from the theater to hunt the fugitives— 

Sophie scrambled up from the floor to join them, only to stall in her 
tracks. For there was something in the lap of her dress, something that 
wasn’t there before. 

A small five-pointed star, smoking bright white against black velvet... 
like a wizard’s reminder of Good left behind. 


As the sun ascended over the moors, Agatha leaned against an oak tree in a 
baggy brown shirt she’d borrowed from Lancelot, her hair greasy and 
bedraggled, her stomach groaning with hunger. She glanced down at a 
diadem of silver and diamonds, shimmering from a small wooden box in 
Guinevere’s hands. 

“Did Lance give you that? It’s lovely, I think, but Im clueless about 
jewelry and clothes and anything that involves, you know . . . girls,” she 
said groggily. After being up half the night with Tedros and scavenging a 
few hours of sleep, the prince’s mother had dragged her from the house this 
morning, insisting she had something to show her. If Agatha had known it’d 
be about frilly headpieces, she would have stayed in bed. 

“It is a bit formal, though. The type of thing you’d wear to a Ball or a 
wedding, so not exactly practical for gallivanting on the moors...” 

Agatha’s voice trailed off. Where out here would Lancelot get silver and 
diamonds? Did he go spelunking into gem mines between shoveling horse 
poo and milking goats? 

Half-asleep, she peered at the diadem and its loops of diamonds 
dangling off the silver circlet. It didn’t seem new at all, for that matter. And 
the closer she looked at it, the more a squeezing feeling rose through her 
throat, because suddenly she was sure she’d seen this piece before . . . 

In a pond’s moonlit reflection . . . 

Shining bright inside a Wish Fish painting... 

Fixed atop her very own head. 

Slowly Agatha raised eyes to Guinevere, who looked regal and 
imposing despite her weathered face and grubby housedress. 

“This is... this is your...” 

“I’m afraid it’s yours now,” said Guinevere. “Formal and impractical, as 
it may be.” 


“Mine? No, no, no—not mine at all—” Agatha croaked, backing into 
the tree. 

“When Lance and I spotted you and Tedros together last night on the 
moors, I was so cross with myself,” Guinevere sighed. “I should have 
known Merlin had the names right that Christmas, if only from the way you 
stared at me during supper when I got it wrong. How could I be so daft? I 
suppose sometimes it’s easier to see the simplest answer instead of the truth. 
That has always been hard for me.” She smiled sternly, holding out the box. 
“But now there will be no more mistakes.” 

Agatha gaped owlishly at the crown and flicked the box shut. “Look, I 
can’t take this! I’m not queen yet! I’m not anything yet—I haven’t even 
taken a bath—” 

“Good cannot wait anymore for its queen, Agatha,” said Guinevere, 
hardening. “Last night, your friend Hort went searching for Sophie and 
discovered she’d vanished from our safe haven and magically returned to 
the School Master.” 

For a moment, Agatha thought she’d misheard or that this was all a sick 
joke, but nothing in Guinevere’s face suggested either. “What? Sophie went 
back to h-h-him? But that’s impossible—there’s no way to leave this place 
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“The Lady of the Lake can only protect those who ally themselves with 
Good. All your friend had to do was wish to rejoin the School Master and 
he could break through the lake’s enchantments and rescue her,” Guinevere 
replied. “Poor Hort was gutted after he found her missing. Said he’d do 
anything to kill the School Master and get her away from him. So he stayed 
up with me and Lance and told us as much of your and Sophie’s story as we 
needed to know. And from what I’ve heard, Agatha, I have no doubt that 
your friend has committed to be Evil’s queen with all her heart. You must 
take your place as Good’s queen with the same resolve and belief. Or you 
and my son will not stand a chance.” 

Agatha said nothing, the words “my son” hanging between them. 

A long moment passed. Slowly Agatha’s fingers crept into Guinevere’s 
palm and cracked open the wooden box just a sliver. “You, uh, kept your 
crown all this time?” 

“Arthur’s crown remains at Camelot until Tedros claims it,” the former 
queen replied patiently. “But I rode with mine the night I fled the castle, 


hoping the guards would assume I was on official business and wouldn’t 
wake Arthur from his sleep. All these years I wanted to destroy the crown 
so that Lance and I could forget that part of my story ever happened... . 
But the truth is, Pm still a queen and I’m still a mother, Agatha. Nothing 
can change that, even if I hide away from the world. And as the holder of 
the crown, one of my duties to my kingdom, my son, and myself, no matter 
how much I’ve failed all three, is to pass that crown on.” 

Her voice faltered and she composed herself. “I know I can never have 
a relationship with my child. I don’t deserve to. But I still have to protect 
Tedros as best I can. And the only way I can do that is by making sure he 
has the queen that Arthur never had. A queen who isn’t just sure of her 
crown, but is ready to fight for it when the time comes.” 

Her hand slipped down and lifted the diadem out of the box. Agatha 
could feel her heart throttling as Guinevere raised it into the sun. 

“And that time is now.” 

Agatha expected more protest to sputter out of her and her body to pull 
away . . . but instead she stayed in place, something changing inside. 
Looking up at Camelot’s crown, Agatha felt fear and tension melt away, as 
if the queen’s words had called up a part of her deeper than herself. Fire and 
purpose ripped through her, like armor beneath her skin, usurping the old 
Agatha and steeling her shoulders and chest. 

Guinevere was right. This wasn’t about her anymore. 

This was about two sides, warring for love. 

She and Tedros fighting for Good. Sophie and the School Master 
fighting for Evil. 

Once upon a time, she and her best friend tried to find a happy ending 
together. Now only one of them could come out alive. 

Right then and there, Agatha knew why she couldn’t have an ordinary 
life. 

She was never meant for one. 

Because as long as her story was about her—her worth, her love, her 
future—she resisted her fate, as if living for herself was too much 
responsibility. 

But the moment she saw her fate was bigger than her . . . as big as Good 
itself . . . she finally felt free to embrace it. 


Slowly Agatha lowered her head to the queen as strands of light silver 
sprinkled over her forehead and a glare of red sun exploded against 
diamond edges. 

Agatha looked up to see Guinevere clasp her hands to her mouth, fixed 
in a dazzling smile. 

It was the only mirror Agatha needed. 

Suddenly Guinevere paled, her smile gone— 

Agatha spun to see Tedros across the field, watching them. 

“TI go—” Guinevere started. 

“No... stay,” her son ordered. 

He moved towards Agatha in a grass-stained shirt and rumpled 
breeches, his eyes on his princess. “Everyone just... stay.” 

As he approached, Agatha could smell dew and sweat on him and see 
the sleepless circles under his eyes. He ran his fingertips over the diadem, 
remembering its every bump and crevice, but his focus was still on her, his 
hand drifting down from the crown to her cheek to her mouth. Without a 
word, he bent and kissed her, long and slow, as if to make sure it was still 
the old Agatha inside and out. 

“You’re not allowed to take it off,” he whispered. 

“Not even a ‘good morning’ before you start bossing me around,” said 
Agatha. “Besides, are you trying to give orders to a queen?” 

“Oh, so today you’re a queen,” Tedros said, pulling her closer. 

“Late bloomer if you haven’t noticed,” said Agatha. 

“Well, even so... a king is still a king.” 

“Which means that your queen is beneath you?” 

“No, only that you should do as you’re told.” 

“Or what?” Agatha chortled. “You’ll put a death sentence on my—” 

She saw Tedros’ face and her whole body went cold. 

Both of them turned to Guinevere, still there, white as a ghost. 

“What's this?” Lancelot’s voice blustered, as the knight galumphed into 
the grove with Hort. “A coronation we’re not invited to?” 

“I’m never invited to anything,” Hort muttered. 

Neither Tedros, Agatha, nor Guinevere acknowledged them. 

“Well, it’s about time that blasted crown came to some use after all the 
trouble it’s caused us,” Lancelot added. “Though you might want to give 


the girl a proper dress while you’re at it. Diamonds don’t go well with that 
shirt.” 

Nobody laughed. 

“A swimming start to the morning,” the knight cracked. “Well, make 
your wish, Agatha, and be done with it. Time for lunch and there’s still 
chores to be done.” 

Agatha looked at him. “Wish?” 

Lancelot frowned. “At a proper coronation, you make a wish for your 
kingdom once you’re anointed with the crown. It’s the closing rite of the 
ceremony. Surely Gwen told you that much.” 

“T’m afraid I’ve done a poor job, then,” Guinevere said softly, looking at 
her son. 

Tedros held her gaze for a moment and turned away. 

“Then I should make my wish, shouldn’t I?” said Agatha, studying her 
prince. She stood up straighter. “I wish that all of us can sit down and have 
lunch together.” 

Tedros’ eyes snapped to her. 

Guinevere froze to stone. Lancelot and Hort both held their breaths. 

Agatha stayed locked on her prince, waiting for his answer. 

Tedros said nothing, staring back at Agatha in her new crown. 

The grove was quiet. 

Tedros turned to his mother. 

“Well, what are you making?” he asked. 

Guinevere went apple red. Then her face crumbled and she shook her 
head, flooding hot tears. “It’s—it’s Monday—I-I-I don’t have any food—” 

“Hear that, boy?” said Lancelot. “Mum ain’t got any food. That’s what 
the death sentence was really for, wasn’t it?” 

Everyone gaped at him in horrified silence. 

Then Agatha burst into cackles. 

Seeing her, Tedros tried to resist, but started snickering too. 

His mother was sobbing so hard she couldn’t breathe, years of pent-up 
emotion pouring out of her. “It’s not . . . not funny—” 

The prince hung his arm around her and held her tight as she heaved 
into his chest. “We’ll handle it, Mother,” he whispered. “Everything’s going 
to be okay.” 


Watching Guinevere and Tedros together, Agatha felt overwhelmed 
with emotion. They needed time alone, without anyone else — 

“Leave making lunch to me and the boys,” she said quickly, eyeing 
Lancelot as she took Hort’s hand. 

“Me?” Hort blurted. “Why can’t the pampered prince do it? I didn’t get 
a wink of sleep and then spent half the morning wrangling hogs while you 
and him spent last night snuggling in the barn, doing God knows wha—” 

Agatha dug her nails into his wrist, making him yelp. “We’ll be back 
with food soon,” she said, dragging him off. 

“You'll need a lot more than you think,” a voice called. 

Agatha turned to see a parade of silhouettes striding out of sun flare 
over the moors. 

Merlin led them, followed by Hester, Anadil, Dot, Peter Pan, Tinkerbell, 
Cinderella, Pinocchio, Jack, Sleeping Beauty, Hansel, Gretel, Red Riding 
Hood, Yuba, the White Rabbit, and Princess Uma, all filthy, weary, and 
gawking around the magical moors as if they’d crossed through a portal 
from hell into paradise. 

“PII take care of the lunch menu,” said Merlin, “though we’ll have to 
endure some grumbling from my hat. He’s only just recovered from serving 
breakfast. But we have a lot to discuss and there isn’t much ti—” 

The wizard stopped hard at the sight of Agatha in her crown. So did 
everyone behind him, a rapt silence overtaking the moors. 

Merlin smiled, his eyes big and blue. “In darkness comes a queen,” he 
whispered. 

Slowly the old man bent down to one knee before Agatha and bowed 
his head. So did all his charges behind him, young and old. Then 
Guinevere, Lancelot, Hort .. . until Tedros gazed at Agatha squarely and 
sank to his knee too. 

In that moment, beneath a dying sun, with an army of heroes kneeling 
before her, Agatha made a second wish. That she would be the queen that 
Good needed her to be. 

“T don’t see the big deal,” Cinderella mumbled so everyone could hear. 
“Looks like a giraffe in her granny’s crown.” 

But as they all walked towards the house together, the League’s heroes 
sniffling quietly, Agatha could even see a tear in the old princess’s eye. 


eu 27 8 
Rebel Hearts 


“What if Merlin marshals the Ever kingdoms against us?” Sophie heard 
Professor Manley ask. 

“For the last time, Bilious, Good defends, not attacks; the Ever 
kingdoms will not fight us if we do not fight them,” Rafal’s voice growled. 
“Besides, they know better than to risk their people for a few decrepit 
heroes. Not that this will save them, of course. Once Sophie and I prove that 
Evil can win, we’ll destroy the Ever kingdoms one by one.” 

“And what if more of our students turn out to be spies for Good?” asked 
Professor Sheeks. 

“What if Princess Uma brings an animal army?” pushed Pollux. 

“If you’re worried about our students’ ability to fight animals, then I 
wonder what business you have being a teacher at all,” the young School 
Master fired. “As for spies, Sheeba, I believe the threat of imprisonment in 
the Brig will deter any further rebellion.” 





“Cause that worked real well tonight,” Castor murmured. 

Sophie wasn’t paying attention to them as she inspected the food laid 
out at the back of Lady Lesso’s old frozen classroom. Rafal had promised 
they’d serve lunch at the faculty meeting, but all she’d found was a stinking 
heap of cold mackerel, burnt potatoes, and crusty cheese. 

She glimpsed her reflection in an iced wall and almost didn’t recognize 
herself. Gone was the panicked, needy girl who’d chased a prince to Avalon 
and in her place, an imperious queen in a spiked crown and maleficent 
gown. Ever since yesterday’s coronation before famous villains and former 
classmates, standing in homage to their new leader, Sophie had begun to 
feel like her old self. She glanced down at Merlin’s white star, which she’d 
buried in her pocket. No doubt he’d left it to make her rethink her 
allegiance to Evil. Instead it had only recommitted her. Because like 
Agatha, that hoary, two-faced wizard had used her all along. He’d pretended 
to rescue her because he wanted to see her happy—when he’d just needed 
her to destroy her ring. Like Agatha, he didn’t care if she ended up alone. 
She was nothing but a means to an end. A gullible stooge. A cog in Good’s 
wheel. 

And that didn’t seem Good to her at all. 

Oh, what she would have given to see that scheming meddler thrown 
into the iced dungeons, with his stupid cape and infernal hat and doddering 


quips. Next time, she’d handle sealing prisoners in the Brig herself. 

Her eyes refocused on the pitiful buffet and she glanced back at the 
seated teachers—Professor Manley, Professor Sheeks, Castor, Pollux, and 
Lady Lesso—who each had full plates of putrid food. Dean Aric was the 
only one missing from the gathering. 

“I say the biggest problem we have is that we crammed all the Evil 
students into the old Good school and those numpty Nevers don’t know that 
castle from their own arse,” Castor grouched. “Keep locking themselves in 
closets and falling down secret passageways. How can they protect a school 
if they don’t know where anything is—” 

“The biggest problem we have is the food,” Sophie’s voice boomed. 

Everyone in the room turned. 

“If this is what’s served at a faculty meeting—to the queen herself— 
what are the students enduring?” Sophie said, sitting beside Rafal on Lady 
Lesso’s old ice desk. She slipped her arm under his. “Now that I’ve been 
crowned, I have the right to make a few changes around here. And you 
can’t very well lead an Evil army that’s bloated and malnourished, can you, 
darling?” 

For a moment, the young School Master looked just as dumbstruck as 
the teachers. Then he touched Sophie’s cheek. “Of course, my queen.” 

“Lovely,” said Sophie. She glared at Pollux. “Do something about the 
food.” 

Pollux looked as if he’d been pelted with manure. 

Lady Lesso cleared her throat. “Rafal—” 

“You mean Master,” said Sophie. 

Lady Lesso’s eyes flicked to her. The Dean gave her an amused look, as 
one might give a puppet claiming to have a mind of its own. 

“Master,” she simpered, back to Rafal, “I think what the rest of my 
colleagues are trying to say is that one cannot approach the coming war like 
an impetuous child. If Hester and Anadil, two of our best Nevers, turned out 
to be spies for Good, how can we trust the rest to be faithful to our cause? 
Tracking them into their future groups might sedate their instincts to rebel, 
but it cannot address their deeper loyalties. When faced with the choice of 
fighting with us or against us, we cannot predict what many of them will 
do, particularly those Evers whose families have fought for Good their 


whole lives. And speaking frankly, Master, to believe otherwise is to let 
your new youth impair your judgment.” 

Sophie flared. “Quite sure Rafal and I know more about what young 
people think than you do, Lady Lesso.” 

“Really?” The Dean fixed on her, the amusement gone. “Because all I 
see is a school full of students who will turn on you the second they get a 
chance.” 

Sophie felt Rafal’s arm tighten. He suddenly looked like an unsure 
teenager instead of an all-powerful sorcerer. How could he let the teachers 
question him like this? 

Sophie puffed her chest. “Lady Lesso, I find it offensive that you would 
impugn our Master’s leadershi—” 

“What is it you’re proposing, Lady Lesso?” Rafal asked, ignoring his 
queen. 

Sophie went quiet. 

“I propose that you avoid the students fighting for you at all,” said Lady 
Lesso. “Take the old villains into the Woods and ambush Merlin’s forces 
before they reach our gates. Let the Dark Army finish them off before they 
ever get to school. The students will remain barricaded at school under our 
control.” 

“It is the most sensible plan,” said Professor Manley, as if he and Lady 
Lesso had already discussed it. “Our students would only hamper your 
army.” 

“It will prevent spies or sabotage,” said Professor Sheeks, clearly privy 
to the plan. 

“And it will save students’ lives,” added Castor, apparently part of the 
team too. 

(Pollux frowned, as if it was the first he was hearing of it.) 

“So the old villains will fight the battle while the young students lounge 
here?” Sophie glowered, incredulous. “And I assume you, our virtuous and 
valiant faculty, will avoid the front line too?” 

“Can’t very well leave the students unsupervised, can we? Given their 
dubious loyalties,” Lady Lesso glowered back, as if she wanted to gag 
Sophie with her crown. 

Rafal smiled dryly at the teachers. “This isn’t about loyalties at all, is it? 
You don’t think we’ll win. Now that I have youth on my side, you think I 


might lose this war.” 

“Youth also brings with it reckless optimism and a willingness to risk 
the lives of fellow youth. Neither of which are useful in war,” said Lady 
Lesso. “A war where half your own forces may not be on your side.” 

Rafal held her eyes, but Sophie could see he was questioning himself 
even more now. She wanted him to punish Lady Lesso, to show his full 
strength as Evil’s leader... 

The young Master picked at his collar and looked away dismissively. 
“I'm afraid you’ve wasted your breath, Lady Lesso. Truth is, Pd already 
decided upon leaving the students at school before you ever mentioned it.” 

“T bet,” Castor mumbled. 

Sophie touched Rafal’s waist. “Leaving the students behind, darling? 
Are you sure—” 

The door crashed open and Aric stormed in. 

“Can’t believe you let them get away after what that demon-skinned 
wench did to me,” Aric fumed, the “CREEP” slashed into his forehead 
glowing bloodred. “Told you we should have gutted them and served them 
in meat pies at supper.” 

“Because that would surely inspire loyalty from their fellow students,” 
Lady Lesso scorned. “You and the young School Master should replace our 
entire faculty with hot-headed, teenage boys. You could rename the towers 
Brashness, Arrogance, and Thuggery.” 

Aric shoved his face in hers and grabbed her by the throat. “You think 
because you scared that demon off me, you can talk to me like that? You 
think because you called a few teachers to help your wounded ‘little boy,’ 
all is forgiven?” he snarled, spit flying. “Well, I blame you for that witch- 
spy attacking me in the first place. You taught her these past two years, so 
clearly something went wrong in her education if she attacks her own 
Dean.” Aric squeezed her neck harder. “But you’re the Old Dean and I’m 
the New, mother. Which means when you’re out, I’m in and this school 
goes my way. And trust me when I say you’ll be out sooner than you think.” 

Lady Lesso gurgled for breath— 

“Aric, I’d prefer you kill your mother after the war is over,” said Rafal. 

Sophie noticed his tone was dead serious. 

Aric sensed this too, for he smirked at his mother and whispered in her 
ear. “And before I kill you, Pl kill your old fairy godmother friend too. 


Dovey, is it? Pll tear out her heart with my bare hands and make you 
watch.” He released her quickly and pulled back. “Of course, School 
Master. Please go on.” 

Lady Lesso showed no emotion, but when her son turned to his seat, 
Sophie saw her eyes flicker with terror and her hand brush the marks he’d 
left on her throat. 

“Then our plan for war is set,” Rafal resumed. “Once Merlin and his 
heroes approach, the old villains will ambush them in the Woods, while the 
young students defend the castles, under the teachers’ supervision. You will 
not tell the young students they’re staying behind in the coming war, of 
course. For the next week, they will train rigorously for combat alongside 
the old villains. This will ensure they’re prepared in case any of Merlin’s 
heroes make it past the Dark Army onto school grounds. As to who will be 
Training Leader of both schools—” 

“Me,” Aric and Lady Lesso both spouted. 

Rafal ignored Lady Lesso and began to nod at Aric— 

“I have a better idea,” said Sophie. 

Rafal, Aric, and the rest of the faculty all turned to her. 

“Hope it’s as good an idea as the food one,” Castor muttered, drawing 
snickers. 

“HOW DARE YOU,” Sophie hissed. 

The room went still. 

“I am your queen,” said Sophie, slinking towards the teachers. “Not a 
student, not a teacher, but a Master of both. Just like the young Master who 
sits in front of you and yet you continue to disrespect. No wonder our 
students doubt their loyalties to Evil when they have old, bitter teachers 
who see no value in youth or a young Dean who can’t even protect 
himself.” She leered at Aric as she circled the teachers like a shark. “But 
that will change starting today. Because now they have me. 

“When I was first appointed as a teacher, I resisted it. In my heart I still 
felt I was supposed to be Good. That’s what Readers like me are taught, 
after all: Never lose your faith in Good, no matter how lost you are. And 
yet, the Good towers may have once been named Valor, Honor, Purity, and 
Charity .. . but when I was lost, it was Evil that extended me those things. 
The rules say Good defends, forgives, helps, gives, loves . . . but in my 
story, it’s Evil that’s proven these rules true. And suddenly I understood 


what Rafal has been trying to tell me all along. That some hearts are rebel 
hearts, pumping with anger and darkness and pain the way others pump 
with light. And yet, even if my heart beats for Evil, that doesn’t mean I 
can’t find love. That doesn’t mean I can’t find happiness. It just means I 
have to find love with someone who embraces my darkness instead of 
fighting it. Because that’s the love that will change the world. That’s the 
love that will win this war. And that’s the love we must teach.” 

Sophie paused, letting these words echo in the quiet room. “I was with 
Merlin, Tedros, and Agatha the past two weeks. I was face-to-face with all 
those wretched heroes in their cave. I know their weaknesses and how to 
beat them. And if you still doubt me, then perhaps you should remember 
that the last rite of any coronation is a queen’s wish for her kingdom. I 
didn’t have a chance to make my wish then, but P11 make it now. My wish 
is to do what I couldn’t do the first time I was at this school: to lead this war 
against Good and know that righteousness is on our side. All of you may 
not trust Evil can win this war. You may choose to stay behind with the 
students and cower from the future. But not me. I’ll prepare our Dark Army 
for war. I’ll stand with Rafal at the front line. P11 do whatever it takes to 
show the world that Evil can win. Because this isn’t just my fairy tale now. 
It’s all of ours. And in the end, my life is worth risking if it means more 
rebel hearts will finally have a happy ending.” 

Her cheeks were red, her chest thumping. 

The teachers gazed back at her. They weren’t snickering anymore. 
Instead their eyes shined with a new hope, as if Evil finally had a chance 
indeed. 

Rafal clasped Sophie’s hand. “Well, then,” he said proudly. “I believe 
we’ ve found our Training Leader.” 

Sophie gave him a regal smile and turned to Lady Lesso, expecting her 
to be just as proud of how far her former student had come... 

Only Lady Lesso didn’t look proud of her at all. 


Once lunch was served, Merlin cleared his throat and prepared to speak, but 
no one paid the slightest attention. They were far too busy with the food. 
With more than twenty people to serve—thirteen old heroes, three 
young witches, a former queen and her knight, a future queen and king, and 
a loveless weasel—Merlin’s hat had hidden away in the kitchen, letting out 


shrieks of stress, until one by one, silver platters began magically floating 
through the swinging door. Soon the dining table was a smorgasbord of 
colorful, cosmopolitan delights: truffled crab salad, curried venison with 
beetroot jelly, shredded duck in a citrus marinade, peppered-ham pizza on 
roasted pitas, a yogurt-and-mint olive tapenade, fennel and wildflower 
salad, and a chocolate bouchon cake with crispy honeycomb. 

With the old League heroes starving from their travails in the Woods 
and the youngsters deprived of breakfast by the morning’s events, the 
dining room quickly turned into a battle scene, so crowded and muggy with 
jostling bodies and hands stabbing for pizza and cake that Agatha didn’t 
even bother looking for Tedros. Nor did she search for her prince after 
lunch, for she’d eaten too much and too fast and had to hide behind a sofa 
in the den where she could clutch her belly and burp in private. Glancing 
up, she saw everyone else had the same idea; each nook and cranny of the 
farmhouse was filled with a young or old body, nursing indigestion or 
passed out in a food coma. 

Agatha yawned and closed her eyes, about to join the comatose, when 
she heard three backsides plunk to the floor. 

“After everything we did to get you in and out of that school, after 
risking our lives for you, you couldn’t even get Sophie to destroy the ring?” 
Hester’s voice attacked. 

Agatha opened her eyes. “I tried, Hester—” 

“First of all, you can’t talk to your friends in a diamond crown. It’s 
pretentious,” said Anadil. 

Agatha had forgotten she even had it on. She quickly pulled off the 
diadem and shoved it behind her back. 

“Can I wear it for a bit?” Dot asked, mouth full of pizza turned to 
chocolate. “I bet 1t”11 look nice on me.” 

“Tf it can fit around that head,” Hester mumbled. 

Dot hurled her pizza at her, smacking Hester in the cheek. “Do you 
know how unfair that is, you contemptuous git! You made me gain weight 
in order to stay in the coven and now you’re making fun of me for it? Are 
you that insecure that you needed me to be fat to feel okay about yourself? 
Well, you picked the wrong piggy tail to pull, honey. I love myself no 
matter what I look like, so nothing you say to me will ever make me feel 
ugly again. Because unlike you, Hester, P’ Il never be ugly inside.” 


Hester gaped at Dot like she was a rabid bear. “Agatha. Give the girl the 
damned crown before she stays this way forever.” 

Dot snatched the diadem out of Agatha’s hands and admired herself in a 
brass urn as she jammed it on (upside down and backwards, but no one said 
a thing). 

“Now where were we,” said Anadil. “Oh right. The part where Agatha 
fails us all.” 

Any pleasure Agatha took from Dot’s tirade evaporated. “Listen, I 
thought I could convince Sophie to destroy the ring. We’d even gotten close 
again in the last few days. It was like she was the old Sophie and I was the 
old me and I thought she’d listen . . .” She remembered their last moments 
together and guilt rushed through her. “I had my chance. I should have 
taken it—” 

“You don’t have to defend yourself, Agatha. The truth is it doesn’t 
matter what you would have done,” Hester said with awkward sympathy, 
clearly smarting from Dot’s words. “We’ve warned you since the day you 
got here. All three of us did. Sophie was sorted into the School for Evil for 
a reason. And no matter how much you love her or try to change her, that’s 
where she was always going to end up.” 

“We just didn’t think it’d be as the School Master’s queen,” said Anadil. 
“How we’re going to make Sophie destroy his ring now...” 

A quiet doom fell over the witches’ faces and Agatha realized why 
everyone had ignored Merlin when he’d tried to speak before lunch. They 
wanted a few precious moments before they had to face the truth. 

The truth that Sophie destroying her own ring was the only way to kill 
the School Master and stop him from killing them. And now that Sophie 
had returned to Evil, there was no hope of her destroying that ring at all. 

“Did you see her when she came back?” Agatha asked softly. 

“Saw her the way we saw you when we first came through the portal: 
wearing her new crown,” said Hester. 

“Only with four hundred more people in the audience,” said Dot, still 
making kissy-faces in the urn. 

“She did look beautiful, I have to say,” Anadil added thoughtfully. 
“Paraded into the Theater of Tales on a handsome boy’s arm, just like the 
old Sophie, who believed her destiny was so much bigger than everyone 
else’s. The strange thing was how calm and composed she was. Not like 


that warty, deranged witch who savaged anything in sight. It was as if Evil 
had finally opened her path to a happy ending.” 

“As if Evil had the right to win,” nodded Dot. 

“As if Evil was Good,” Hester finished. 

Agatha thought of Sophie, who just a few days ago had nuzzled her 
head against her as they rode across the moors. Sophie, her prissy, pink- 
dressed best friend who fantasized about being a princess for Good. Sophie, 
who would draw glass castles, ponder her future prince’s name, and mull 
what her Evil archenemy would look like—while Agatha had been branded 
as Evil from the day she was born. She’d retaliated by ironically playing 
along, wearing black and lurking in her graveyard and nursing her hateful 
little cat . . . until the irony wore off and even she believed she’d end up a 
witch. 

Now here they were. She, the queen for Good. Sophie, the queen for 
Evil. 

“How’d we get so lost?” she breathed. “How can two best friends end 
up at war against each other, even though they still love each other?” 

“Because each of you is fighting for something bigger than yourself 
now,” said Hester. 

Agatha hung her head. “I miss the days where my biggest worry was 
surviving makeovers in Beautification.” 

“Speaking of makeovers, anyone notice Hort’s looking even juicier than 
he did at school?” chirped Dot, biting into the cocoa-pizza she’d swiped off 
the floor. “Saw him when we came in and he has this swarthy tan from 
working the moors and mud stains on his cheeks, like he’s Captain 
Lumberjack or something. But you know how I like woodsy types, with my 
crush on Robin Hood and all. Anyway, I sneak behind and give him a good 
sniff and notice he smells like a man now, nothing like that boy who used to 
wear frog pajamas and reek of baby powder, and all I could think was since 
there aren’t too many rooms in this place, I wonder if I can get Merlin to 
put me and him in the same—” 

“Over my dead body,” bellowed Hort, who stuck his head out from 
around the corner. 

Hester glared back, demon twitching. “That can be arranged.” 

Hort muttered something obscene and vanished behind the wall. 

Hester saw Dot goggling at her. “What now?” 








“Did you just defend me?” 

“Only because you look so stupid in that crown,” Hester grumped. 

All the girls laughed, even Dot. 

“What'd I miss?” 

They looked up at Tedros, licking yogurt off his fingers. 

“Ugh. The old ball and chain,” Hester moaned. 

“Nice to see you’re as awful as always, even when you’re working for 
our side,” said the prince. 

“Let’s go,” said Hester to her coven-mates as she stood up. “The smell 
of spoiled prince makes me sick.” 

Anadil and Dot followed her, but not before Tedros swiped at Dot’s 
head and snatched back the crown. 

He waited until the witches were out of earshot and peered down at 
Agatha. “I don’t, uh, you know .. . smell, do I?” 

“Hester thinks Reaper is cute,” said Agatha. 

“Point made.” Tedros sat down next to her, still in his grass-stained shirt 
and ragged breeches, but he’d taken a bath, because his hair was wet and he 
smelled of the tea-scented soap Guinevere kept by the tub. He leaned over 
and fixed the crown back on her head. 

“I knew you'd do that,” Agatha sighed. “I’m not even a real queen, 
Tedros. For one thing, you have to be crowned king first—” 

“I will be in a week.” 

“If we’re alive, which is looking more and more doubtful,” said Agatha. 
“And even if you are crowned king, I’m too young to be a queen... 
officially, I mean... you know...” 

“No one’s asking you to be official. Yet,” said Tedros, straightening her 
crown. “But you are my queen. No one but you. And I like seeing you wear 
it. Because as long as you do, I know you still love me. And given our 
history of miscommunication, physical cues are helpful.” 

Agatha snorted. 

“This is where you tell me how I can show my love,” Tedros prodded. 

“Uh, romance isn’t really my thing,” said Agatha, resting her head on 
his shoulder. “Every year, there’s a Valentine’s Day dance in Gavaldon. One 
year, I got so annoyed by all the couples I set off a flaming skunk bomb and 
cleared the place.” 

“I hope they punished you for it.” 


“They were too scared I’d boil their children in a witch stew.” 

Tedros put his arm around her. “Remind me never to give you 
something for Valentine’s Day.” 

Through the archway, Agatha could see Guinevere in the dining room, 
collecting dirty dishes by herself. 

“There’s nothing I’d want anyway,” she said. “Only gift I’d ever want is 
to talk to my mother one more time.” 

Tedros looked at her. 

“Though if you could find a time to talk to your mother, just the two of 
you, that would mean nearly as much,” said Agatha. 

Tedros looked away. “I think I’ve come far enough on that front.” 

“You asked me for a way to show your love,” said Agatha. “I didn’t 
know it had limits.” 

Tedros didn’t answer and Agatha didn’t press him. Soon both of them 
were asleep in each other’s arms. 

By three o’clock, Merlin’s hat had finished floating around the den, 
serving coffee and tea, and one by one, everyone began to drift back to the 
dining room, where the wizard was sitting at the head of the table. No one 
sat with him. Instead, the old heroes hugged the walls and the young 
students crouched on the floor, engaged in idle chatter, while the wizard just 
waited patiently. When an ominous silence fell, the old heroes quickly 
began filling it with stories of how they’d survived these past two weeks. 

Peter Pan and Tinkerbell, for instance, had bunkered with the mermaids 
of Neverland, while Cinderella and Pinocchio had hidden in Rapunzel’s 
tower, reasoning that if Rapunzel was already dead, then the old villains 
certainly weren’t going to frequent the place. 

“Her tower is a museum now, like Snow’s house, so there’s a rope that 
lets tourists climb all the way inside,” said Pinocchio. “Shoulda seen Ella 
climb, swinging and slamming against the tower like a wrecking ball. Kept 
whistling for birds to help, but with all her squawking and cursing, they just 
stood back and let nature take its course—” 

“If nature took its course, you’d be firewood,” Cinderella snarled. 

Hansel and Gretel had used a similar strategy, for they’d returned to 
their witch’s old gingerbread house, also an Evers’ landmark now. 

“Zombie witch is stupid but not so stupid to think we go back to her 
house,” explained Hansel. “My idea, of course.” 


“Your idea! Only thing you did was eat half the roof!” Gretel barked. 

Agatha noticed Hester gnashing her teeth as she listened to this... . 
Suddenly Agatha’s eyes flared, remembering the witch’s defaced portrait in 
the School for Old. “Hester, that’s your house!” she whispered. “Your 
mother was that witch! She’s alive—somewhere in the Woods—” 

“She’s not alive, Agatha. She’s a zombie under the School Master’s 
control,” Hester hissed. “I’m not stupid or sentimental enough to think 
whatever dead-eyed goon he’s brought back from the grave is my mother.” 

“Hester, I know you pride yourself on being strong,” Agatha whispered 
worriedly, “but how can you just sit here with them talking about her like 
that? They killed her!” 

Hester glowered at her. “The biggest mistake a villain can make is to get 
caught up in revenge. Hansel and Gretel were two hungry kids trying to 
survive in the Woods. Mother thought she’d captured another pair of 
greedy, gluttonous brats, only to grossly underestimate them. Hansel and 
Gretel killed her because they had to. It wasn’t personal.” She glanced back 
at the old siblings. “Doesn't mean I can stand the sight of "em, of course. 
But it also doesn’t mean their story has anything to do with mine anymore.” 

Agatha could see Dot and Anadil gazing at Hester with awe, and for a 
moment, Agatha wondered whether in this room of heroes young and old, 
Hester was the greatest hero of all. 

“Shouldn’t have been so mean to her before,” Dot whispered to Agatha. 
“Must be hard having me as a friend when I’m the kinda girl her mother 
used to eat. I mean, if I’d gone to her house that day instead of Hansel and 
Gretel, her mother would still be alive. Gretel saved Hansel ’cause she 
loved him, where I’d have ended up alone and cooked to a crisp. That’s 
why I’m not an Ever. Don’t have anyone who’d care enough about me to 
save me.” 

“That’s not true,” said a voice. 

Dot turned to see Hester looking right at her. 

“That’s not true at all,” Hester said. 

Dot blushed. 

Agatha forced her attention back to Jack and Briar Rose’s story, if only 
to hide a sniffle. 

On they went, each hero regaling the room with raucous tales of 
survival—Red Riding Hood, Princess Uma, Yuba and the White Rabbit— 





until twelve had gone and only one remained. Then, and only then, did the 
room fall silent for good. 

Slowly everyone turned to face the head of the table, their smiles gone. 

Merlin took off his hat. 

“Seven days,” he said. “That’s as long as the sun will light our Woods, 
based on Yuba’s calculations. Seven days. If we wish to survive beyond 
them, we have no choice but to attack the School for Evil and the School 
Master knows it. He knows Good will always fight for life. And I’m afraid 
we have no choice but to fall into his trap.” The wizard sighed. “At the 
same time, so many of our fellow heroes have been slain in the Woods that 
the shield over the Reader World is barely intact. If any one of our old 
League members die, I suspect it will fall at last. The School Master will 
invade their world and claim the secret ending he’s been after all along. An 
ending he believes will destroy Good forever.” 

For a moment, no one spoke, taking this in. 

“I don’t understand. Isn't killing these two duffers enough?” asked 
Cinderella, pointing at Agatha and Tedros. “It’s their fairy tale. Why does 
he need the Woods Beyond?” 

“It’s a good question and I wish I knew the answer,” said Merlin. 
“Though I have no doubt he’ll kill Agatha and Tedros too when the time 
comes.” 

Agatha and Tedros exchanged tense looks. 

“I think it’s clear the School Master wants this fairy tale to be so cruel, 
so Evil, that Good has no power left beyond it,” said Merlin. “He’s already 
rewritten so much of our past. Now he’s after our future. He believes that 
whatever ending he has planned will make Evil invincible.” 

“And you have no idea what that ending is, Merlin?” Princess Uma 
pushed. 

“Only an inkling and nothing I would share,” said Merlin. “Until I know 
for sure, however, our only hope is to catch Sophie and make her destroy 
that ring.” 

Agatha felt nauseous, trying to remember her best friend was leading 
the enemy now. 

“So how do we do that?” asked Red Riding Hood. 

Merlin smiled. “We charge the school, of course.” 


The old heroes eyed each other warily. “Well, which Ever kingdoms are 
joining us?” asked Jack. “We”d need Maidenvale, Gillikin, and Avondale at 
the very least—” 

“None,” said Merlin. 

“What?” Briar Rose blurted. 

“None of the Ever kingdoms are joining us.” 

The room was very still. 

“Merlin,” said Peter Pan. “The School Master is young and strong. He 
has two hundred old villains who can’t be killed by anything other than fire, 
along with a school of young students—” 

“Leave that problem to me,” said Merlin. “In the meantime, I expect the 
League to work with our young heroes—Agatha, Tedros, Hort, Hester, 
Anadil, and Dot—and prepare them as best as you can for the villains 
they”1l face, given you once battled these same villains yourself. We leave 
for war one week from tonight.” 

“But we’re old bones!” Hansel blustered. 

“And they’re young idiots!” said Gretel. “It’s impossible!” 

“It's idiocy!” said Cinderella. 

“It's a massacre is what it is,” said Red Riding Hood. 

“The other option is to lay down and die,” said Agatha, launching to her 
feet. 

Everyone turned to her. Tedros gave her a surprised look, as if she had 
far more courage than him at the moment. 

Meanwhile, Agatha felt sweat puddling beneath the crown. She’d stood 
up before she actually had anything to say. 

But then she saw Guinevere in the corner. The old queen nodded at her 
with a steely smile and Agatha felt her voice again. 

“My mother died to let me live,” Agatha said, still watching Guinevere, 
as if she was feeding her the words. “For most of my life, I made the 
mistake of thinking she was clueless. I figured she was old and out of touch 
and couldn’t possibly know how hard it was to be young. Never paid much 
attention to her, just like me and Tedros discounted all of you when we first 
came to your cave.” 

“Discounted?” Peter heckled. “Your boyfriend called us a retirement 
home for the about-to-be-dead!” 


“Well, you had your own opinions about us, too,” said Agatha. “You 
thought what my mother did: that young people are careless and thoughtless 
and have it easy.” 

The old heroes grumbled agreement. 

“But in the end, my mother knew how to keep me safe,” said Agatha. 
“She didn’t just save me from death . . . she also sent me to you. Not to a 
warrior kingdom, not to a young League of Knights, but to a group of 
legendary old heroes she knew would protect me. And she was right, wasn’t 
she? That’s why I put my faith in you, no matter how little you have in 
yourselves or in us. Because I might not have listened to my mother while 
she was alıve. But I’m listening to her now.” 

Agatha leveled eyes with the League. “Me and my friends will tell you 
everything we know about the young School Master and his new school. In 
return, we need you to tell us how to defeat your old enemies. Let Merlin 
worry about our plan for war. Our job is to listen to each other, Ever and 
Never, young and old, no matter how puny our army is. And if anyone 
doesn’t want to be a part of that army, then leave now and see how you fare 
in the Woods alone.” 

Merlin stood up. 

All eyes shot to him. 

“Oh goodness. I’m not leaving,” he said. “Hips are a bit stiff.” 

Laughter rippled through the room. 

Agatha saw Tedros smiling at her, his expression soft, as if her words 
about her mother had meant as much to him as they had to her. 

“Well then, now that our new queen has set the tone, the real work 
begins,” Merlin declared. He swished a finger across the table and tiny 
marble figurines of each member in the room appeared on top of it. “Each 
young student will train with an old hero...” 

Agatha crammed between Hester and Hort, trying to get a view of the 
table as Merlin paired up the figurines, announcing the training teams: Dot 
with Red Riding Hood, Anadil with Jack and Briar Rose... 

Agatha couldn’t focus. Her crown was itching terribly and she looked 
up, hoping Tedros was far enough away that she could take it off— 

Only she couldn’t see Tedros anywhere. 

And now that she was scanning the room, Guinevere wasn’t there either. 


She heard the front door latch in the hall and glanced back to see a boy’s 
shadow through the window curtain, leading his mother out to the moors 
alone. 

Hester elbowed her. “Pay attention.” 

Agatha spun to the table. The wizard was glaring right at her, saying 
something about her mentor and her assignment in the war to come... 

But Agatha couldn’t stop smiling, because for the briefest of moments, 
she felt like a war had already been won. 


EN a 
Who’s Helping Who 


The thing Tedros liked about girls is that they always started the 
conversation. Most of the time, his job was just to listen, ask questions, and 
try to understand what in God’s name was going on in their complicated 
little heads. He rarely had any idea what girls were talking about or why 
they made everything so torturous in their logic, so playing the role of the 
strong, silent type usually gave him time to catch up. 

But this was different. This was his mother. And he was the one with the 
storm in his head. 

Which meant he was definitely going to have to start this conversation. 





The breeze over the lush moors was brisk enough that Guinevere had to 
cling to her lumpy sweater, but Tedros was sweating like a mule, tugging at 
his shirt, wishing he could take it off. His chest pummeled like a pressure 
cooker and the silence between them was only making it worse. He didn’t 
even know where he was taking her—there wasn’t some hallowed landmark 
that would make this any easier—so without warning, he plopped down 
midstride into the grass, still fidgeting with his sleeves. 

Guinevere calmly sat down beside him. 

“When we met the Lady of the Lake, Merlin asked her to hide us the 
way she’d hidden someone before,” said Tedros, not looking at her. “Which 
means Merlin helped you escape from me and Dad.” 

“Merlin knew I was unhappy for a long time,” said Guinevere. 

“Father adored you,” Tedros shot back. “He decorated the castle with 
your portraits, brought you the most extravagant gifts from his quests, and 
lavished you with attention and affection. He never raised his voice to you 
or laid a hand on you or deprived you of anything and now you’re acting 
like he was some madman in the attic. So what if he had a few bad habits? 
No relationship is perfect. Look at me and Agatha—” 

“The difference is that Agatha loves you back.” 





Her answer disarmed him. Tedros exhaled. “Mother, you couldn’t have 
been unhappy enough to abandon your own son.” 

“I know. That's why I stayed with your father much longer than I should 
have,” Guinevere replied. “Believe me when I say I was well educated in 
the values of Good. I’d been trained by a Dean far less progressive than 
yours to put king and kingdom first. I knew full well that no one would 
forgive a queen who absconds with a knight from her king’s court, and for 
good reason. Even if Lancelot was my true love, the idea of going off with 
him felt childish, selfish, and deeply Evil. I had a duty to keep my family 
together.” 

“Exactly, ” said Tedros. 

“It wasn’t as if I could take you with me,” said Guinevere. “That’d be 
unfair to you, to your father, and a kingdom that needed its future king—” 

“Not just unfair, but unconscionable,” Tedros piled on. 

“Which is why I told all this to Merlin, hoping he’d condemn such 
sinful thoughts and force me to focus on the life I'd chosen, not the one I 
kept imagining.” His mother paused. “Instead he asked me if I so 
desperately wanted to leave Camelot, why I was still there.” 

Tedros looked at her, agog. 

“Why? Because you have a child! You have a husband! Because that’s 
what you’re supposed to do! How could he ask you such a stupid question! 
It’s a matter of right and wrong!” 

“T was even harsher,” his mother concurred. “I said only a man would 
have so little regard for a woman’s sense of duty. How irresponsible to 
think this was simply a matter of choice. I couldn’t just dump my old life 
and start a new one. How would I wake up every day knowing Pd left a son 
behind? He’s my child! He’s my blood!” 

“He needs you,” Tedros fought— 

“He needs my help,” Guinevere finished. 

Both of them were quiet, looking into each other’s eyes. 

“What did Merlin say?” Tedros asked tightly. 

Guinevere’s eyes glistened. “He just looked at me and said: ‘Who 5 
helping who?” 

Tedros shook his head. “I don’t under—” 

But he did. His soul did. Tears stung his eyes, washing away his anger. 


“To stay with your father would have ruined my life. And it would have 
ruined your life too,” said Guinevere. “Arthur may have been a wonderful 
king to his people, a loving father to you, and a faithful husband to me... 
but I loved someone else, Tedros. I’d always loved someone else. And if 
you found out I’d clung to an unhappy marriage for your sake, you would 
carry that weight forever. You would know that your mother chose to 
disavow her own happiness on your behalf. And as much as I wanted to 
give up my life and stay by your side, I couldn’t make that choice for you. 
Not for a boy with as much courage and compassion as you. Part of your 
journey was to come to see your mother for who she truly was, not who she 
pretended to be. Most children would never get past the resentment and 
wither from the pain. But Merlin knew you were different. He said my 
leaving wasn’t just necessary for my own fate, it was the essential seed of 
your fate too. It would make you look closer and find real love. It would 
make you the king you needed to be. And even though leaving would strike 


us both with an indelible wound . . . one day, you would find a way to 
forgive me.” 

Tedros was a mess of tears. “You were my mother. ... You were my 
whole life. . . . I wanted to die when you left—” 


“But you didn’t,” said Guinevere. “And I didn’t either, even if I thought 
I would. For months, I pounded at the moors and screamed at the sky, 
begging the Lady of the Lake to take me back to you. But Merlin had 
forbidden her. He came every Sunday that first year to soothe me and tell 
me stories of what you were up to: how you’d sit in on the advisers’ 
meetings and ask them questions about the kingdom; how you’d hide your 
vegetables under your rice so the nursemaid wouldn’t notice; how you’d sit 
with Arthur every night after I’d left, even if he wouldn’t say a word to you 

. and how you cursed me for days and weeks after he died. Pd make 
Merlin tell me every detail again and again until I cried myself to sleep.” 

She smiled wistfully. “He came less and less as the years went on and 
soon only on Christmas. But on that one day, I'd feel like a child again, 
listening to the tale of my own son growing bolder and stronger, his 
mother’s absence fueling his desire to make something of himself. And 
soon I began to feel bold and strong too, knowing I finally had an honest 
love instead of a love forced by duty. It didn’t matter if Lancelot and I 
would be alone for the rest of our lives; it didn’t matter if we were cast out 


in disgrace .. . because we’d found real Good, instead of a lie, and honored 
the truth of our stories. Listening to Merlin speak of you, year after year, I 
started to feel I was living with you, even if I wasn’t there, growing younger 
and younger in spirit while you grew older and older—until here we are, 
humbled by the blessings of Good, our two stories connected once more. 
Only now I see Merlin was right. Just as your father made you strong and 
responsible, my leaving Camelot also made you the man you are. It made 
you sensitive, independent, and resilient and led you to your perfect queen. 
Naturally, it also made you a bit raw and bullheaded—” 

“Like Father,” Tedros sniffled. 

“No,” said Guinevere sharply. “Your father would never be sitting here 
with me the way you are right now. Your father could never see that deep 
down, everything I did was to give all of us a chance to find real happiness. 
He believed happiness meant something very different. He was a different 
kind of man... a different kind of king. But you can see what he can’t, 
Tedros. That even though your father and I are flawed to our very core, we 
came together by the grace of our stories to make the most perfect child in 
the world. And for that, all of our pain is worth it.” 

Tedros couldn’t speak anymore. His mother clasped him to her chest, 
letting him cry, his muscles fighting and fighting her until at last they 
surrendered and he curled against her like a little boy. They stayed that way 
a long time, until his heaving breaths calmed. 

“Does that ogre treat you well?” he croaked, nose running. 

Guinevere laughed. “As well as an ogre can treat a lady.” 

“Cause if he doesn’t, P11 gouge out his eye,” Tedros puffed. 

“I appreciate your chivalry—” 

“If he so much as looks at you the wrong way—” 

“How many times you gonna threaten to kill me before you cock up and 
do it, boy,” a voice growled. 

Tedros whirled to see Lancelot approaching, while the rest of the Ever- 
Never army were gathered in the distance outside the house. 

“Though you might want to wait a bit,” said the knight, “considering 
Merlin just paired the old and young ones up and chose me as your training 
leader.” 

Tedros frowned. 


“Come on, lad,” Lancelot smirked, beckoning him towards the others. 
“Time to show us what you learned at that godforsaken school.” 

Guinevere smiled. “Be gentle with him, Lance.” 

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Lancelot said with a wink. 

Tedros stayed by his mother’s side, watching the knight catch up with 
the others. 

“Go on, now,” Guinevere urged. “You and your queen have a war to 
win. Can’t be wasting time with an old housewife.” 

Tedros turned. “You’ll be home when I get back?” 

The question was so silly and obvious . . . and yet his mother knew what 
he meant. 

“I’m not going anywhere,” she answered flatly. 

Tedros nodded, averting his eyes. He rose and started to jog after 
Lancelot before he stopped and looked at her one last time. 

“I love you, Mother.” 

He sprinted ahead, ensuring Guinevere didn’t have time to say it back. 

She didn’t need to. 

Him saying it was enough for the both of them. 


It wasn’t long before the first death. 

Lady Lesso had been warning from the start that having New students 
fight Old, bloodthirsty zombies was recklessly stupid, but Sophie felt like 
the young students had been pampered enough. First, Rafal had protected 
them from the front line of the coming war. Then, he’d moved war 
preparations to the School for New, since the old Good castle was warmer 
and better lit. Then he’d abolished the Doom Room, allowed open access to 
the Groom Room, and even halted further tracking, ensuring half-mogrified 
dimwits like Kiko wouldn’t be fully turned into animals and plants until 
after the war. 

Enough was enough, Sophie scowled. She was Training Leader and the 
training fights would continue as scheduled, no matter what anyone said. It 
didn’t matter if the old villains were injuring and torturing the new students. 
Evil had a war to win, and Evil only learned to be Evil through suffering 
and pain. 

That’s how she’d learned, after all. And now her classmates would too. 


She’d planned the entire training schedule herself. For the next six days, 
four hundred villains, Old and New, would be divided amongst the various 
Evil teachers and rooms. During each class, there were no lectures, no tests, 
no challenges. Instead, teachers would supervise one-on-one fights between 
an old zombie and a young student in accordance with a class theme. Each 
student’s schedule consisted of the following sessions: 


EVIL ARMY TRAINING 
Session Faculty 
1: WEAPONS FIGHTING Castor 
2: SPELLS FIGHTING Prof. Bilious Manley 
3: TALENT FIGHTING Prof. Sheeba Sheeks 
4: DEVIOUS FIGHTING Pollux 
5: LUNCH 
6: MENTAL FIGHTING Lady Lesso 
7: HAND-TO-HAND COMBAT Lord Aric 


From the very first class, screams of young Evers and Nevers rang 
through the hall. An ogre chased Reena with an axe during Weapons, a 
witch burned a hole in Vex’s thigh during Spells, Jack’s giant threw 
Chaddick down the stairs in Talents, and Red Riding Hood’s wolf ate half- 
feathered Kiko before Pollux made him choke her out. Meanwhile, Aric’s 
Hand-to-Hand Combat sessions produced so many gashes and concussions 
and broken bones that the fairies set up a makeshift infirmary in the foyer, 
supervised by Beatrix, who scurried about in a panic, dispensing healing 
elixirs and spells out of old library books. 

As the days went on, Sophie began to relish the students’ misery and the 
growing number of bodies in the infirmary, as if her heart, once fueled by 
love and hope, was now only fueled by other people’s pain. She woke up 
craving the first screams of the morning and felt forlorn when the day’s 
training ended and the students limped back to their rooms. By the third 


night, she was staying up late to make her own draws of who would fight 
each other the next day. 

“Think Pll put Beatrix against Hook,” she said, perched in the 
windowsill, as she scribbled onto a piece of parchment. 

Rafal eyed her across his chamber as he changed shirts. “The point of 
training is to prepare the Dark Army for war. Not batter young students, 
who won’t be on the front line.” 

“That wasn’t my decision,” Sophie murmured. 

“Our students are Evil’s future, Sophie. We have to protect them until 
they’re fully trained—” 

“And that’s what I’m doing. I’m training them.” 

“By breaking their bones and spirits? I’m not sure they see it that way.” 

“T’m not sure I care,” Sophie murmured. 

“Says the girl who used to care desperately what other people thought 
of her.” 

Sophie looked up. “I care what you think.” 

The young School Master smiled. “I think you’re forgetting that once 
upon a time, you were in their shoes.” 

Sophie frowned and went back to her list. “Actually, I don’t care what 
you think.” 

Rafal was about to say something, but Sophie preempted him. “You put 
me in charge, didn’t you?” she clipped, without looking up. “If you have 
doubts, then replace me.” 

She heard the young School Master sigh, but he spoke nothing more. 

The truth was, deep down, Sophie wished she could feel bad for her 
fellow classmates. But she felt nothing. It was as if a part of her heart had 
simply switched off. She didn’t know when it had happened. When Tedros’ 
kiss turned rotten? When she learned Agatha had used her to get closer to 
her prince? Or was it when she finally looked at herself in Evil’s crown and 
felt strong and in control for the first time in her life? Perhaps it was all of 
these and more . . . a lifetime of rejections by Good, casing her heart inch 
by inch until it sealed to stone. 

And indeed, with each passing day, she noticed her skin was paler, her 
voice steelier, her muscles harder, with her ice-blue veins almost translucent 
through her skin, matching the chill inside of her. Though still in her young 





body, she felt like one of the old, dead-eyed zombies, drained of humanity. 
Even her kisses with Rafal had changed. His lips no longer felt cold. 

By the fifth day, Sophie had disbanded the infirmary, since students had 
started faking injuries to avoid having to fight. Even the most intrepid 
Nevers trudged into the ring with their hands up, offering no resistance 
before their zombie opponent punched them, slashed them, or blasted them 
across the castle. Sophie was furious at first, but she knew the young 
students would eventually pay the price for such cowardice. 

And indeed, when Beatrix accosted her in the hall after lunch, face 
shining with tears, screaming that a student had been killed, Sophie couldn’t 
help but feel whoever it was had deserved it. 

“Saw it from our window—it was an ogre . . . threw someone off the 
belfry .. . into the bay—” Beatrix gasped. 

“It’s what happens when you don’t fight back,” said Sophie, without 
stopping. 

Beatrix grabbed her arm. “But aren’t you going to see whose body it is? 
It must have come from Castor’s class—” 

“There won’t be a body if it was thrown into the bay. Slime would eat it 
right up,” said Sophie airily. “I suppose it erases the need for a funeral.” 

Beatrix gaped at her, trembling. “All you ever wanted was to be Good. 
And now ... you're as bad as him.” 

Sophie pulled Beatrix’s hand off her arm and walked away. “I'll take 
that as a compliment.” 

It turned out the student thrown off the belfry wasn’t a student at all, but 
Beezle, who’d been cheering for an ogre in his fight against Ravan, only to 
stumble into the middle of the ogre’s charge and end up head butted over 
the railing. (Castor led a short memorial before first session the next day in 
which no one shed a tear.) 

By the afternoon, Sophie was making her rounds as usual and noticed 
for the first time that the New students were actually performing better. 
Whether Beezle’s death had scared them into action or they’d had enough 
of losing or their survival instincts had finally kicked in, the young Evers 
and Nevers fought back with a vengeance against the old villains, using an 
array of black magic that Sophie had never seen. Vex cast himself into a 
noxious wind to beat off the wolf, Kiko turned part of the floor to acid, 
burning a hole in a witch’s feet, while Chaddick morphed into a deadly 


germ and infected his troll opponent. All three of them still lost in the end, 
but by the morning of the sixth day, the School for New had their first 
victory, when Beatrix summoned crows that pecked out Cinderella’s 
stepsisters’ eyes. The zombie-girls managed to recover them from the pesky 
birds, so they’d no doubt have their revenge on Beatrix later . . . and yet, 
Sophie wondered. Where had the students learned such black magic? 
Certainly not from the School Master, who’d restricted the teaching of 
sorcery at the School for New, either because he didn’t trust the young 
Evers and Nevers with it or because he viewed such sorcery as a direct 
threat to his own. 

So it had to be a teacher, Sophie thought. And yet, none of them took 
credit for the rise in the students’ performance. Instead, they thought she 
was responsible for it. Once doubtful of her training methods, now all the 
teachers gave Sophie approving looks. 

All the teachers, that is, except for one. 

Sophie waited until a break between sessions to knock on the door of 
Professor Dovey’s old room. When the locked door magically opened, the 
pumpkin treacle walls were still intact from the Good old days, but now 
they were cracked from end to end, like a mirror that might shatter at any 
moment. 

Lady Lesso was poring over a scroll at Professor Dovey’s old sour-plum 
desk, the plums all rotted to black pulp. 

“Interesting choice of rooms,” said Sophie, sitting on one of the 
students’ desks and glancing around. 

She heard sniffling, oddly guttural, and looked up to see Lady Lesso 
hastily wipe her nose and adjust herself at the desk. 

“I didn’t choose it,” she said, eyes still on her scroll. “As the senior 
faculty member, I let the others pick their rooms first. Professor Dovey’s 
was the only one left.” 

“You must miss her,” said Sophie smoothly. “Clarissa was your best 
friend.” 

Lady Lesso raised her violet eyes. “I’m not sure you’ve earned the right 
to call a Dean by her first name.” 

“A former Dean,” Sophie said. “And I am her superior as I am yours, so 
I can call anyone what I like. Pd call you by your first name too if I knew it, 
Lady Lesso. You aren’t a teacher to me anymore. You’re an employee.” 


“My, my.” Lady Lesso grinned at Sophie’s pale face and stone-mouthed 
expression. “It’s like looking in a mirror at my younger self. Even sound 
like me.” 

She went back to her scroll, producing another strange sniffle that made 
her readjust her chair. “Regardless, since no one knows my first name and 
Professor Dovey is frozen at the bottom of a dungeon, I suppose this is all 
rather irrelevant. Though I’m quite envious of Clarissa, given she doesn’t 
have four hundred students to supervise now, with Young, Old, Ever, and 
Never all attending class in one castle. So if you don’t mind, Pll get back to 
my lesson plan before next session starts—” 

“Speaking of your lesson plan, what is it you’re teaching them exactly?” 
Sophie asked. “You’re the only teacher who locks her door during training 
so that I can’t stop by.” 

“Nor can my son, and given the School Master has made it abundantly 
clear he’ll let Aric kill me, locking my door seems the least I can do. As for 
what I teach them, I’m preparing them for war, just as you instructed, my 
queen.” 

“Is that so? I’ve stood outside your door after class ends and never once 
has a young student come out looking like they’ve been in a fight.” 

“Because teaching them to fight means teaching them to protect 
themselves,” Lady Lesso glared. “Particularly when the fight is an unfair 
one.” 

Sophie smiled wryly at the Dean. “It was you, then, wasn’t it? You 
taught them black magic to fight against the old villains.” She paused, 
confused. “And yet the old villains were still in the classroom the whole 
time.” 

“I put them to sleep while I taught the others,” said Lady Lesso. “A 
simple mist of Sleeping Willow. When they woke up, it was as if they were 
never in class at all. Surely you remember the effects of it from your first- 
year Trial.” 

Sophie’s jaw clenched. “You had no right to disobey orders!” 

“It worked, didn’t it?” Lady Lesso replied swiftly. “The young students 
are brimming with confidence. The old villains have been forced to raise 
their level, since the new students are giving them a fight. The teachers now 
fully support you as their leader. Even Rafal no longer looks as if he’d made 
a mistake in letting love guide him.” 


Sophie said nothing. 

Lady Lesso let out a long sigh. “Sophie, my dear. You think I’m 
working against you, when helping Evil to win has been my life’s work. 
After all, I was the one who told you there were spies for Good plotting 
against you within this very school. But ever since you returned, I’ve feared 
that your emotions are too volatile to lead our army. I could feel the young 
students resisting you instead of respecting you. You cannot beat young 
souls down into believing in Evil. You yourself only gave Evil a chance 
when it gave you something to fight for. By helping the students fight back, 
I empowered them for the first time since they stepped foot in their new 
school. I helped them see that, Ever or Never, trusting in Evil is their only 
hope to survive.” 

Sophie looked skeptical. “So why didn’t you tell me what you were 
doing?” 

Lady Lesso leaned in. “Because I wanted Rafal and the teachers to 
credit the reversal in their performance entirely to you.” 

Sophie stared at her. 

“Remember what I told you when we spoke in my office,” the Dean 
said. “I want you to be a legendary queen. I want you to make Evil great 
again. And most of all, I want you to be happy. Because you deserve the life 
I never had. You deserve a love that’s right.” Her eyes sparkled with 
warmth. “So maybe you don’t see me as a teacher anymore. But I”1l always 
see you as my student, Sophie. And when you lose your way, [Il be there in 
the shadows, your Evil fairy godmother, pushing you towards your destiny 
like a wind behind a sail. Even when you lose sight of what that destiny is.” 

Sophie could see there was more Lady Lesso wanted to say, but she was 
holding back. Instead, they just gazed into each other’s eyes, Sophie’s throat 
tightening. It was the first emotion she’d felt in days. 

Fairies shrieked through the halls. 

Sophie stamped out the emotion, like the embers of a flame. “Well, I 
don’t need your help,” she said, moving towards the door. “And I don’t 
need a ‘fairy godmother.’ This is my school, not yours, and if the young 
students are going to fight with black magic, well, now I’m going to let the 
old villains use weapons. Only fair, isn’t it? And when you hear the 
students’ screams, you’ll know it was your doing—” 

“Sophie.” 


She stopped. “What is it, Lady Lesso?” 

“You couldn’t kill Agatha and Tedros when they came to rescue you,” 
Lady Lesso said quietly. “What makes you think you can kill them now?” 

Sophie turned, ice-cold. “The same reason I returned to Evil. A heart 
can only fight the wind so long before it learns to embrace it.” 

Lady Lesso watched her leave, the black train of Sophie’s gown 
slithering behind her like a snake. 

“Well said, my child,” the Dean smiled. She went back to her work. 
“Well said.” 


It wasn’t long before young screams pierced the hallway again, much worse 
than before. 
Sophie had made good on her promise. 


e, 


Failed Assignments 


Fa away, in the bright sunshine of a safe haven, Agatha brainstormed 
ways to murder Cinderella. 

Merlin had paired her with the abominable princess, just as he’d paired 
up each of the other young students with an old hero. Agatha knew the 
wizard was going to team her with that over-rouged hellion, if only because 
Hester, Anadil, or Hort would have put an axe through her head. (Dot 
wasn’t an option; Cinderella would have squashed her like a fly.) 

Agatha couldn’t appeal the assignment, for Merlin had left the 
farmhouse after the group’s lunch meeting and hadn’t been seen since. At 
the outset, Agatha genuinely believed she could learn something from the 
former princess. First, Cinderella wasn’t as old as the rest of the heroes. 
Second, they’d both had Professor Dovey as a secret fairy godmother and 
third, given what she knew of Cinderella’s storybook, hadn’t they each 
overcome their own self-doubt to find true love? 





But as open as Agatha tried to be to her mentor during their training 
sessions, by late in the week, the only thing she’d learned was to count to 
ten every time she had the urge to disembowel her. 

“IT’S A WAND, YOU HOPELESS HALF-WIT,” Cinderella barked, 
jowls flapping. “FIVE DAYS OF THIS AND YOU CAN’T EVEN HOLD 
IT STRAIGHT!” 

“Because you’re making me nervous!” Agatha yelled, trying to steady 
Professor Dovey’s wand at the White Rabbit, patiently leaning against a 
tree while he snacked on a cheese biscuit. 

“IMAGINE HOW NERVOUS YOU’RE GONNA BE WHEN AN 
ENTIRE ARMY’S TRYING TO KILL YOU!” 

“If I could just speak to Merlin, he’ll see he shouldn’t have picked me 
for this—” 

“TOO BAD MERLIN AIN’T AROUND!” 

“But why do / have to do it?” said Agatha, the wand shaking so much 
she could feel her queen’s crown quivering. “Why can’t someone else?” 

“Cause for some ungodly reason, Merlin thinks you 're the one to make 
Sophie destroy her ring!” Cinderella blared. “I, on the other hand, think we 
should fillet and fry you and serve you to Evil as a peace offering.” 

Both glowered at each other, fuming. 

“Listen to me, you overgrown milkweed. There’s no use fighting this 
war unless you can make Sophie shatter that ring,” Cinderella growled. 


“And I say the only way you can do that is by giving her the choice 
between living and dying. But you have to be willing to hurt her in practice, 
otherwise you won’t believe ıt when the time comes. And if you don’t 
believe it, she won’t believe it.” 

“But why do I have to hurt a rabbit?” Agatha argued, pointing at the one 
against the tree. 

“Agatha,” said Cinderella, trying to control her temper. “If you can’t 
hurt a rabbit, how would you hurt your best friend?” 

“Can’t I just stun him with a spell? Why do I have to use a wand—” 

“CAUSE SHE’S NOT GONNA BE AFRAID OF A STUN SPELL! 
SOPHIE WON’T BE AFRAID OF ANY STUPID SCHOOL SPELLS!” 
roared Cinderella. “She'll be scared of Dovey’s wand if she thinks you’re 
ready to shoot her with it, and Dovey’s wand works the same way all magic 
does in our world: by intention and conviction—both of which Merlin 
seems to think you have, despite all evidence to the contrary.” 

Agatha gritted her teeth and exhaled. “Once, all right? Pm only doing 
this once!” 

Cinderella threw up her hands. “So far you’ve been doin’ diddly-squat, 
so once would be an improvement!” 

Agatha ignored her and slowly raised the wand at the White Rabbit 
once more. She pictured armies clashing around her . . . the entire fate of 
this war resting on her shoulders . . . 

She held her breath, gripping the wand tighter. 

Its for Good. 

Just once for Good. 

But now, instead of the rabbit, she saw Sophie looking back at her with 
emerald eyes and rosy cheeks. The Sophie who’d tried again and again to 
be Good, only to end up Evil. 

This is how it would end: standing in front of Sophie, willing to kill her 
... wanting Sophie to believe she could kill her . . . so she could help her be 
Good one last time. 

Good and Evil in a single wand stroke. 

Love and Hate. 

Friend and Enemy. 

But all Agatha could see was the Friend. 

“T can’t,” she whispered, lowering the wand. “I can’t hurt her.” 


The White Rabbit calmly finished his biscuit. 

Cinderella snatched the wand from Agatha and shot a blast of light at 
the rabbit, slamming him so hard against the tree that he was knocked out. 
The old woman dumped the wand in Agatha’s hands and glared at her. 

“And to think, for a moment, I’d mistaken you for a queen.” 

She tramped towards the house, leaving Agatha alone. 


They weren’t the only team with growing pains. 

At first Dot resented being paired with old Red Riding Hood. (“Just 
"cause we both like cake doesn’t mean we’ll get along,” she grouched to 
Anadil.) Things got worse when Red Riding Hood didn’t seem to have 
anything to teach her. 

“Well, you can’t outrun the wolf or beat him in a fight and he won't fall 
for any stupid tricks,” mulled Red Riding Hood. “Best if you just do what I 
did when I was your age and scream for help. Maybe there’ll be a 
woodsman nearby.” 

“That’s your advice? Wait for a woodsman to possibly pass by?” 

Red Riding Hood blushed, lost in her memory. “A handsome 
woodsman, who smells of leather and earth...” 

“Look, Miss . . . Hood, the second that wolf sees you, he’s going to 
come for you and try to rewrite your happy ending. I can’t let that happen,” 
Dot snapped, stifling the urge to bond over their similar taste in men. “If he 
kills you, the School Master will break the shield into the Reader World. 
You heard Merlin. Doesn’t need more than one of you heroes dead!” 

Red Riding Hood tapped a finger to her lips. “Chocolate, isn’t it? That’s 
your villain talent?” 

“Oh for heaven’s sake, do you know how much energy it takes for me to 
turn a toad or mouse into chocolate? I can’t possibly turn a whole wolf—” 

She saw Red Riding Hood grinning. “Who said I was talking about a 
whole wolf?” 

As her jolly old mentor explained her plan, Dot found herself smiling 
wider and wider, suddenly realizing why Merlin had paired them in the first 
place. And indeed Red Riding Hood’s plan was so good that by the time 
they’d perfected it four days later, Dot was pretending they’d come up with 
it together. 


Meanwhile, Hester had been teamed with Hansel and Gretel, which was 
as awkward as it sounds. 

“You said you didn’t have a problem with them—” Anadil started. 

“I meant I can be in the same house without killing them! Doesn't mean 
I can train with them!” Hester yelled. 

The wheelchair-bound siblings had a similar revulsion to helping the 
daughter of the witch who’d tried to eat them. (“Does this one cook 
children too?” Hansel asked Gretel.) 

Yet, despite their rocky start, the three of them soon found common 
ground. 

“We are not friends, yes?” Hansel said to Hester. “But all of us want 
same thing: your mother back in grave.” 

“For the last time, that thing is not my mother,” Hester retorted. 

“Mmmm,” said Gretel thoughtfully. “And yet not-your-mother still sees 
you as her daughter...” 

Hester’s eyes widened, catching on. 

“What?” said Hansel, glancing between them. “What I’m missing?” 

But now Gretel and Hester were grinning at each other. “The plan is 
clear, young witch?” said Gretel. 

“Crystal,” said Hester. 

Gretel beamed at Hansel. “Merlin gave us smart one, eh?” 

Hansel still looked lost. 

“Smarter than your brother at least,” Hester cracked. 

Gretel gave her a high five. 

Across the oak grove, Anadil was rankling over having to train with 
both Jack and Briar Rose. (“They’re in love. Can’t blame Merlin for 
wanting to keep them together,” said Dot. “They can’t even take a poo 
apart!” Anadil miffed.) 

In addition to having to deal with double mentors (as well as their 
geriatric displays of affection), Anadil also had double the villains to deal 
with: Jack’s giant and Rose’s Evil fairy. And for Anadil, who’d been trying 
so valiantly to prove she was more than just Hester’s sidekick, the extra 
burden was worth it. It didn’t matter if she had to put up with two lovey- 
dovey mentors. It didn’t matter if she had to work twice as long and twice 
as hard as everyone else. Kill two villains and no one would call her a 
henchman ever again. 


But ıt was Hort who had the worst pairing of all. He’d been so focused 
on wooing Sophie these past few weeks that he’d failed to notice that one of 
the old men stalking about the farmhouse was his mortal enemy. 

Pan. 

Pan! 

At first he couldn’t believe it, since Peter Pan was the boy who’d vowed 
never to grow up, let alone grow bald, wrinkled, and frail. But then he saw 
Tinkerbell perched on the old man’s shoulder and his stomach went cold. 

To be matched with the hero who'd slain his father during the Battle of 
the Jolly Roger, the hero who’d left him an orphan at the age of six, the 
hero who he’d shadow-dueled in daydreams all his life . . . well, it nearly 
stopped the poor boy’s heart. And yet, after the shock subsided, he never 
felt rage, only an empty despair. For in his dreams, Hort had always 
imagined Peter young and cocksure, a bumptious, trash-talking sprig he 
could kill in a fair fight. But now, watching Pan so old and ordinary, Hort 
lost the will to fight him at all. 

Right then and there, he understood what made him different from the 
Evil School Master they were about to face. Because unlike him, Hort could 
see when a story was over and it was time to move on. 

So that first day of training, he and Peter slit their palms and made a 
blood oath to mutual respect. Hort vowed to slay Captain Hook and put him 
back in his tomb. And in return, Pan promised to stand beside Hort at his 
father’s grave when the war was done and won. 


Neither Cinderella nor Agatha showed up to training on the sixth day. 

While the others went out to the oak grove after breakfast, the old 
princess stayed in her nightgown and roasted marshmallows over the 
fireplace in the den. Agatha just lay in bed, curled towards the window, 
watching Lancelot and Tedros clash swords across the moors. 

Her prince had come so far with his mother since that day they’d gone 
off together. He sat beside Guinevere at meals now, helped her scrub dishes, 
and took her on private walks in the gardens each night. In fact, his 
kindness towards her touched Agatha so deeply that she had to stop herself 
from mentioning it, for fear of making Tedros self-conscious. (She’d 
learned that if you compliment boys for something they’ve done, they go 
out of their way never to do it again.) But Tedros’ willingness to let go of 


old resentments and start anew with his mother made Agatha realize that he 
wasn’t just a worthy prince and a loving son . . . but he’d make a wonderful 
king too. 

Agatha naturally assumed, then, that once paired with Lancelot for 
training, Tedros would extend the same kindness and openness to the knight 
as he had to his mother. 

She was wrong. 

Face red-hot, Tedros slashed and hacked at Lancelot with his father’s 
sword, only to be beaten again and again. Not just beaten, but humiliated, 
with Lancelot nicking Tedros’ ear every time he won a round, lopping off a 
bit of his hair, or smacking him on the backside with the flat of his blade. 
No doubt Merlin paired the two together knowing Tedros would benefit 
from the great knight’s sword skills, but by the sixth day of their sparring 
the prince was a deranged beast, stabbing Excalibur wildly at the knight and 
grunting and salivating, as if fighting not just for his pride now, but for his 
father’s, for his kingdom’s— 

Lancelot beat him even worse than before. 

When Tedros ended up face-first in a pile of horse manure a few bouts 
later, Agatha couldn’t watch anymore. She took a long bath and sauntered 
down to the kitchen, hoping there was food still left. 

“Shouldn’t you be out training?” Guinevere asked, laying out a spinach 
omelet and mug of tea for her. 

Agatha eyed Cinderella lounging in the den with curlers in her bluish 
hair, stuffing a cheese biscuit with roasted marshmallows. “You know how 
well things are going with Tedros and Lancelot?” She turned back to 
Guinevere. “They’re practically lovers compared to us.” 

“I NEED ANOTHER BISCUIT,” Cinderella boomed from the den. 
“THIS ONE BROKE.” 

Agatha ignored her. “I really need to speak to Merlin,” she said to 
Guinevere. “It’s been six days. Surely you know where he is—” 

“If you haven’t noticed, Merlin isn’t particularly forthcoming about his 
thought process or whereabouts,” said Guinevere. 

Agatha looked out the window at the silhouettes of her old and young 
friends in the distant oak grove. “He hasn’t even told us how he thinks we 
can win this war. The School Master has both the Dark Army and the 
students. We’re outnumbered twenty to one.” 


“Merlin wouldn’t send children off to war unless he had a plan,” 
Guinevere smiled. 

“Or unless he was desperate,” said Agatha. 

Guinevere’s smile wavered. She poured Agatha more tea. “Well, at least 
he’s left his hat!” she said, with forced cheer. “Otherwise I have no idea 
how I’d manage meals for such a mob. Poor thing is a bit run-down.” She 
glanced at the hat drooped over a houseplant and snoring softly. “Everyone 
seems to be helping our war effort. Except me, I mean.” 

“You're managing almost twenty people in your house, including a half- 
dozen cranky old heroes and their meals, laundry, dishes, and demands. 
That isn’t just helping the war effort, that’s leading it,” said Agatha. “If 
anything, I’m the disappointment. Merlin trusted me with the most 
important assignment of all and I can’t even do it. And if I could just tell 
him, then he’d know there’s no way I can get Sophie to destroy that ring 
and no way for us to win this war if it’s all left to me.” 

Guinevere raised her brows. “Convenient he left, then, isn’t it?” 

Agatha was thinking the same thing. 

No one else seemed as concerned by Merlin’s absence, perhaps 
assuming that he was off forging a flawless plan to take on Evil. But once 
another dinner came and went without the wizard returning, panic began to 
set in. 

“We’re running out of time and we can’t fight all of Evil by ourselves!” 
Hort fretted, as he, Agatha, Tedros, and the three witches shared a midnight 
snack of chocolate cookies (they started as gingersnaps before Dot had her 
way with them). “For one thing, we don’t even have weapons! Lancelot 
hardly had use for them out here, so all we have are a couple of his rusty 
old training swords and a few carving knives that won’t stop a rat, let alone 
zombies that can only be killed by fire. What are we supposed to fight with? 
How are we supposed to win?” 

“Win? How do we even get to Evil if Merlin doesn’t come back to let us 
through the portal?” said Hester. 

Hort gaped at her. He swiveled to Agatha. “This is your fault! You give 
some highfalutin speech about young and old working together, making us 
all feel guilty, when Merlin never even told us the plan!” 

“My fault?” Agatha shot back. “Merlin said “Leave it to me’ as if he’d 
return with some giant army to fight behind us! How was I suppose to know 


that a week later, there’s no Merlin and no army—” 

“And there’ll be no army,” said Anadil. “The Ever kingdoms won’t help 
us, remember?” 

“It isn’t just numbers,” said Hester. “Before we broke Agatha and 
Tedros into school, we spent weeks with Merlin working out every detail. 
The stakes are far higher now and he’s nowhere to be found.” 

“What if he’s hurt?” Dot asked, paling. “What if he’s dead?” 

“Don’t be stupid!” Tedros huffed. “He’ll be back soon. Everything’s 
fine.” 

But Agatha noticed the prince was eating his third chocolate cookie, 
which meant everything wasn’t fine at all. She clasped his hand to comfort 
him and noticed it slick with sweat. Tedros drew it away. 

“Hot in here,” he said, even though it wasn’t. 

Agatha tried to look supportive. 

“I'm not scared,” Tedros said loudly. “Even if Merlin doesn’t come 
back, I’Il command the Lady of the Lake to let us through. I can lead this 
war all on my own!” 

“After Lancelot beats you into another pile of crap, you mean,” snorted 
Hort. 

Tedros ignored him and took another cookie. 

Through the archway, Agatha could see the old heroes gathered around 
the dining room table, the tiny, paired-up figurines still in place on the 
surface. The League members were no doubt having a similar conversation 
about Merlin’s disappearance. 

“I say we all go to sleep,” Dot yawned. “Sleep always fixes things.” 

No one had a better plan. 

Hours later, Agatha curled up in a blanket on the floor of the guest 
room, listening to the house rumble with every tone of snore and snuffle 
imaginable. She’d given the bed to Dot, Anadil, and Hester, who spooned 
and slept on each other like puppies, occasionally knocking one of their 
pillows down onto Agatha’s head. 

It wasn’t like she could sleep anyway. All she could think about was 
whether Merlin had made a fatal mistake leaving her and Tedros in this safe 
house for so long. It’d been almost three weeks since the Lady of the Lake 
had stashed them here. They’d been lulled into the languid pace and 
tranquility of Guinevere and Lancelot’s life, forgetting that out in the 


Woods, legendary heroes were dead and Readers like her were losing their 
faith in Good. Here on the moors, the sun was strong and bright, the food 
was plentiful, and they were safe from Evil . . . while in real life, darkness 
was falling, an Evil army was rising, and her best friend was fighting at the 
School Master’s side. What would it be like when they went back through 
the portal? Would she and Tedros be ready for what they’d find? 

If they went back through the portal, that is. 

If Merlin ever returned for them. 

Her heart flurried faster and she knew that if she didn’t find a way to 
sleep now, she wouldn’t sleep at all. She pulled her blanket tighter, about to 
roll over— 

Only there was something odd about the blanket. It was thicker than 
usual, with furry, velvety fabric that smelled like a musty cabinet. As her 
eyes adjusted to the dark, she saw the purple inseam . . . the lining stitched 
with silver stars... 

Agatha gasped. 

Chest pounding, she yanked the wizard’s cape over her head and felt 
herself floating through violet sky before she landed softly on a cloud... 

Merlin was waiting for her. 

Agatha sat cross-legged in white mist beside him, her shoulder touching 
his. For a short while, neither of them said a word, basking in the vast 
silence of the Celestium. Just being next to the wizard again made Agatha 
feel calmer, even if he did look alarmingly thin. 

“Where have you been?” she asked finally. 

“Visiting a dear old friend.” 

“For six days?” 

“We would have stayed together far longer if we had the time,” said 
Merlin wistfully. “I do wish I had my hat, though. Never realized how 
difficult it is to procure a decent meal without magic. I suppose that’s why 
people find companions eventually; it makes it easier to manage the burden 
of food when there’s two of you. Then again, living life alone comes with 
its benefits. Like learning self-reliance or traveling on a whim or washing 
your hair only once a year.” 

Agatha waited for him to get to the point. 

“It is marvelous up here, isn’t it?” he sighed, gazing into star-spattered 
emptiness. “Almost makes me forget the things I’ve seen—Good’s old 


heroes, slain and discarded, their bodies left in the Woods to rot. Some as 
famous as Thumbelina and Aladdin, others never known by their proper 
name, but only as the ‘Clever Tailor’ or the ‘Wily Beggar Boy.’ I buried as 
many of them as I could, but we’ll have to give them proper graves in the 
Garden of Good and Evil when the time comes.” 

A haunted sadness clouded his face, his thoughts still somewhere in the 
Woods. Agatha knew she should be just as sad for these dead heroes, and 
yet, all she could think about was finding a way not to join them. 

“Merlin,” Agatha prodded gently. “You are aware that you left us here 
and never explained how to beat an army twenty times our size—” 

“I'm well aware, Agatha. But what’s most important to me now is 
whether you’ve made any progress in how you’re going to convince Sophie 
to destroy her ring.” 

“I can’t do it, Merlin. You told us that Sophie has to destroy the ring by 
choice. Threatening to kill her doesn’t give her a choice at all, nor does it 
seem Good.” 

“Is that how Cinderella told you to get Sophie to destroy the ring?” 
Merlin said, aghast. 

“Um, she spent the last five days trying to get me to torture the White 
Rabbit.” 

Merlin groaned. “Should have known that’s why she wanted Dovey’s 
wand. A bit of a guerrilla, that girl; no doubt a product of her upbringing. 
Yes, I’m afraid bullying your best friend to get what you want isn’t just 
morally questionable, but utterly useless. As I’ve said, the School Master is 
only destroyed if Sophie destroys the ring. If Sophie dies without destroying 
the ring, the School Master loses his true love in body, but not in spirit. 
Meaning he’ll lose his immortality and be mortal like the rest of us, but still 
very much alive, with an army of villains at his command, and nearly 
impossible to kill. Hardly the end that we seek.” 

He paused thoughtfully. “And yet Cinderella is onto something. Sophie 
is Evil’s queen now. You will not convince her to destroy the ring by 
appealing to her Goodness. You have to confront the deepest Evil in her and 
prove she has a reason to do so.” 

Agatha looked at him. 

“But you will only have one chance,” said the wizard. “Use it wisely.” 


Agatha thought about what she’d do with this one chance . . . but still, 
nothing came. 

“Merlin, before you left, you said the School Master is looking for 
something in Gavaldon. Something that will destroy Good forever. Do you 
know what it is yet?” 

“I'm afraid I’ve been as successful with my assignment as you with 
yours,” the wizard smiled dryly. “And yet, I keep coming back to something 
you said to me when we were traveling to Avalon. That the School Master 
suggested it was Sophie who would destroy Good in the end... . not him.” 

Agatha remembered what Rafal told her in Evil’s museum. “He said the 
most dangerous person in a fairy tale is the one willing to do anything for 
love.” 

Merlin tugged at his beard, spectacles slipping down his nose. 

“Do you think it has something to do with Sophie’s mother?” Agatha 
nudged. “We never did find where her body is. Could the School Master 
have her?” 

“Perhaps it has do with Sophie’s mother or perhaps it has to do with 
much, much more,” said Merlin. “Remember what I told you the last time 
we were here. For hundreds of years, Good has had love on its side, making 
Good invincible against Evil. But why? Because the School Master killed 
his own brother in the pursuit of power, proving that Evil could never love. 
To balance that one terrible deed, the Storian has made Good win every 
single story, as long as it has real love on its side. But now that Rafal has 
Sophie as his queen, he believes that her love is finally enough to redeem 
the murder of his brother.” 

“But that doesn’t make any sense,” Agatha countered. “Even if he does 
have Sophie’s love, that doesn’t erase the fact he killed his own blood.” 

“Precisely,” said Merlin. “So the question remains: what is it he expects 
Sophie to do for him at the end of this story? Does he think she can redeem 
that original sin? And if so . . . is that why he chose Sophie as his true love 
in the first place?” 

Agatha’s gut twisted. “Merlin, whatever it is he’s planning, we can’t 
win. Not without help. Don’t you understand? We’re just a few students and 
rickety old heroes!” 

Merlin wasn’t listening. “What if we have the whole story wrong, 
Agatha?” he said softly. “What if he can prove killing his brother was never 


a crime at all? That love is the greatest Evil instead of the greatest Good? 
What then?” His body straightened. “Then Good would become Evil and 
Evil would become Good, wouldn’t it? Just like he promised...” 

Agatha shook her head. “Merlin, you’re not making any sense—” 

He flinched as if he suddenly remembered she was there. “This was 
thoughtless, wasn’t it, bringing you here in the middle of the night when 
you haven’t had a wink of sleep, especially with all that’s to come. Come, 
come, off to bed—every minute counts—” 

Agatha frowned. “But wait, how are we supposed to fight him? How are 
we supposed to...” 

But she was yawning now, and she knew he’d done something to her, 
for her body grew numb and her head so heavy that she sank through the 
cloud like an anchor. She thrust out her hand for Merlin, striving to stay 
awake, trying to grab hold of him, but all she felt was a fistful of stars as 
she fell into the dark, and the warm taste of sky in her mouth. 





Voices swelled sharply out of the void and Agatha’s eyes opened. 

She was sprawled on the floor in one of Guinevere’s blue tattered 
blankets. The witches were gone from the room, their bed neatly made. 
Through the window, she could see the inky night sky, with no sign of the 
sunrise. 

Agatha followed the voices towards the den and glimpsed her friends, 
young and old, packing burlap sacks with crackers and fruit and tins of 
water, while devouring last bowls of oatmeal. Everyone was clad in thick 
black cloaks, buzzing in hushed whispers, except for Guinevere, who was 
still in her nightdress, packing a bag for Lancelot while the knight polished 
his sword. As Agatha inched into the den, she noticed that the group was no 
longer divided into old on one side and young on the other as usual, but into 
the various mentor groups—Hort with Peter Pan, Anadil with Jack and 
Briar Rose, Hester with Hansel and Gretel, Dot with Red Riding Hood... 
before Hort caught sight of Agatha and he and Pan went quiet. All the other 
pairs did too. 

Merlin sauntered into the den from the dining room, sipping a mug of 
coffee. 

“Tried to keep our voices low, my dear. Wanted to give you a bit more 
rest.” 


In her sleepy daze, Agatha didn’t understand. 

But then she felt someone touch her shoulder. 

She looked up at Tedros, clean and beautiful in a black cloak, Excalibur 
strapped to his back. He clasped her hand with a scared smile. 

“It's time,” he said. 


sa 


Apologies and Confessions 


Agatha knew they were all doomed when Tedros tried to convince 
Lancelot to stay behind with his mother. 

Tedros knew as well as Agatha did that they needed the knight to join 
their army in the war to come. So for him to beg Lancelot to remain at the 
house meant Tedros knew they were all going to die. For as much as the 
prince despised the scalawag knight, he couldn’t bear the thought of his 
mother losing him. 

Not that his wishes mattered in the end. Guinevere wouldn’t hear of it. 








She said her goodbye to Lancelot out on the moonlit moors, just as she 
did with the rest of her guests, taking the time to give brisk hugs to each, as 
if they were all popping off to a shop and would be back by lunch. 

It was only when Guinevere hugged Agatha that the old queen lingered. 
Agatha could see her lips trembling and the wet sheen of her eyes. 

“Take care of my Tedros,” Guinevere whispered. 

“T will,” said Agatha, trying not to cry. 

Something cold touched her head and Agatha looked up at her prince as 
he fit her crown back on her. 


“You left it in your room,” he said, with a droll smile. “An oversight, 
I’m sure.” 

Then he met his mother’s gaze. 

Agatha could see each of them overwhelmed with emotion . . . a mother 
and son who’d battled so much pain to come back together, only to be 
pulled apart once more. 

“Let me come with you, Tedros. Please,” Guinevere pleaded. “I can 
fight—we’ll be together—” 

“No,” said the prince. “It’s the one thing Lancelot and I agree on.” 

Guinevere shook her head, tears falling. 

Tedros hugged her to his chest. “Listen to me. You’ll be at Camelot for 
my coronation. Once Agatha and I close her storybook and the School 
Master is dead. That’s where your story will end, all right? Not here, but 








Camelot, where you’ll be a mother... . then a grandmother . . . and you’ll 
have so much love for the rest of your life. .. . You can even bring the 
ogre.” 


Guinevere sniffled a laugh. “Promise me, Tedros. Promise me you’ll 
come back.” 

“I promise,” Tedros rasped. 

But Agatha knew he was lying. 

Guinevere spotted something over her son’s shoulder and pulled away. 

Agatha and Tedros turned to see Merlin leading his League of heroes, 
young and old, towards a floating portal of white glow atop a distant hill. 

Lancelot climbed through first, evaporating like a shadow into the sun, 
before the old and new heroes followed him into the light, one by one... 
until only Merlin was left, raising consoling eyes to Agatha and Tedros 
across the moors, as if he wished he could let them stay. 


“Has to be morning by now, surely,” said Tedros to Agatha, peering through 
the darkness of the Woods, as they tried to keep up with the pair in front of 
them. 

“Then where’s the sun?” Agatha asked, searching a horizon of fast- 
moving black clouds with a pinprick of light pulsing through it. “All I see is 
the North Star and storm clouds—” 

Only they weren t clouds, as Agatha looked closer. 


It was smoke, emanating from somewhere far ahead, directly in the path 
of where Merlin was leading their army. Huddled into a black cloak, Agatha 
stood on tiptoes, squinting over the pairs in front of her, but she couldn’t see 
where the smoke was coming from. 

“Lift me up,” she nudged Tedros. 

“What?” 

“On your shoulders.” 

Tedros frowned. “Just because you’re wearing a crown doesn’t mean—” 

“Now.” 

The prince sighed. “And I thought Sophie was high maintenance.” 

He swung her up onto his shoulders, grunting softly as she clasped her 
arms around his cloak collar, her clumps digging into his chest. She could 
see Hort and Peter Pan paired in front of them and hear Cinderella and 
Pinocchio a ways behind, trading jokes at the sight of them. 

“Someone’s whipped,” said Pinocchio. 

“Finally as tall as his father,” Cinderella groused. 

Tedros gritted his teeth, laboring under Agatha’s weight. “How much 
longer you need up there?” 

Agatha leaned forward, the lattice of tree branches brushing against her 
crown, as she gazed far into the darkness, tracking the smoke. 

It was coming from a fire. 

Far into the black horizon, a tall tower of yellow-red flames raged into 
the sky. As the blaze licked higher and higher, it lit up the surroundings: a 
crooked clock tower, the shops of a square, turreted cottage rooftops, and 
the rest of a crystal-clear village, glowing in the flame light beneath a 
tattered shield... 

Gavaldon. 

Gavaldon was on fire. 

Suddenly, she remembered the painting in the Exhibition of Evil... 
August Sader’s last vision of a giant bonfire in the middle of the village . . . 

“No, it’s not on fire. They’re burning the storybooks,” she whispered, 
clutching Tedros tighter. “Sader knew they’d burn the books.” 

She could see the shield over Gavaldon riddled with small holes and 
quivering in the wind, as if about to shatter at any moment. 

“They’re believing in the new endings, Tedros. Merlin was right. 
They’re losing faith in Good...” 


“I don’t get where M is taking us,” Tedros murmured, not listening to 
her. “The school is to the east, and your village is to the west. If Merlin 
keeps us on this path, we’ll run straight into the Stymph Forest between 
them.” 

“Stymph Forest?” 

“Where stymphs come from. You know those bony birds we used to 
have at school before the crogs ate them all,” said Tedros impatiently, 
sweating under her. “Merlin’s insane if he thinks we’d last a minute in 
there. No one in their right mind ever goes in that Forest, because the 
School Master controls the stymphs.” 

“I thought stymphs hate villains,” said Agatha. 

“Because the School Master’s trained them to seek out Evil souls. Only 
time anyone even gets near the Stymph Forest is on November 11, every 
four years, when the new Nevers are picked for school. Families have 
picnics on the perimeter and watch the stymphs blast out of the trees to 
kidnap kids and bring ’em to Evil castle.” 

From Tedros’ shoulders, Agatha could see the dark stretch of woods that 
separated Gavaldon from the faint outlines of the School for Evil. 

She’d been in that Forest before. 

That night more than two years ago, when the School Master took her 
and Sophie from Gavaldon . . . he’d dragged them into the Endless Woods, 
where a stymph hatched out of a black egg, snatched them in its jaws, and 
flown them off to their fateful schools. 

But why would Merlin be taking them to the Forest where their story 
began? They were supposed to be attacking the School for Evil. They were 
supposed to be finding Sophie, so she’d destroy her ring— 

If Agatha could convince her to, that is. 

Quickly she looked into the sky, trying to distract herself from her 
impossible task. How long did they have until the Woods went dark 
anyway? And why hadn’t the sun risen yet? 

Her eyes drifted back to that tiny speck of light, trapped behind the 
smoke clouds. As she focused harder, she saw it was dripping: orange 
pieces of flame that scorched through the smoke and extinguished midair. 

“Not the North Star,” she rasped. “Tedros, that’s the sun.” 

Tedros glanced at the sky, irritated. “Don’t be daft. The sun can’t be that 
small—” His expression tensed. “Can it?” 


Agatha knew he’d just realized the same thing she had last night. 
They’d been away from the Woods too long. 

Slowly he lowered her back to the ground. “Seven days. That’s what 
Merlin said, didn’t he?” 

“Meaning the sun will die at sunset . . . tonight,” said Agatha. 

“Meaning tonight the storybook closes,” said Tedros. “One way or 
another.” 

They looked at one another, the same shade of pale. 

“I won’t let anything happen to you,” he promised. 

Agatha nodded. “I know.” 

But she was the one lying now. Not even a prince could protect her from 
what was coming. 

Tedros forced a gallant smile, hugging her into his flank. “Of all the 
tales in all the kingdoms in all the Woods, you had to walk into mine.” 

Agatha feigned a smile back, holding him tight, as they followed Merlin 
and the rest of Good’s army towards the dark Stymph Forest. 


When they’d come through the portal into the Woods, the first thing Agatha 
and Tedros noticed was how cold it was. After three weeks in the 
springtime haven of the moors, the return to a sunless winter sent them both 
into shivers, even under their thick cloaks. But worse than the cold was the 
new, nasty smell: a stink of dead trees and decomposing animals that made 
her and Tedros shield their noses with their sleeves for the first hour, before 
they got used to it. 

As the morning dragged on, no warmer or brighter, the group continued 
on the path, two by two, old with young—except Agatha and Tedros, who 
paired with each other to avoid their respective mentors. At first, the teams 
were lulled into a sense of safety by the deserted Woods. The Ever 
kingdoms had sealed themselves away, just as Merlin predicted, while the 
Never kingdoms like Ravenbow and Netherwood knew better than to attack 
Good’s army, however small, until the School Master proved that Evil could 
win. 

The safe feeling didn’t last much longer. 

Soon the pairs began to notice makeshift graves off the path, topped 
with smoking white stars on which Merlin had written fallen heroes’ names. 
Walking with the White Rabbit, Yuba made a note of them in a small 


notebook and whispered a prayer for each. By the time he and the rest 
stopped for lunch a few hours later at a dried-up pond, they all had the same 
grim faces, knowing they were drawing closer and closer to graves of their 
own. 

And yet, they still had faith that their leader had a plan to save them. So 
when Merlin lit a fire in the middle of the pond-bed and handed out turkey 
sandwiches, his audience settled into the dirt, relieved they were about to 
finally, finally hear how a small gang of heroes and students could beat an 
Evil army twenty times their size. 

“Sometimes I wonder,” Merlin declared, licking a bit of mustard off his 
upper lip, “where exactly does the food come from? Is there a fourth 
dimension where a magic hat goes to fetch it? Or does it simply summon 
turkeys and bread out of thin air? In which case, what is this sandwich 
really made of?” 

Forty eyes gaped at him. 

“Merlin,” said Lancelot, simmering, “it’s clear we’re headed straight for 
the Stymph Forest, otherwise you would have turned us east hours ago. Is 
there a reason we’re going there instead of the school?” 

“Certainly,” said Merlin, digging in his hat for a toothpick. 

He didn’t elaborate. 

“So? What is it?” Peter Pan snapped. 

“The Stymph Forest is where the School Master plans to attack us, of 
course,” said Merlin, as he picked his teeth. “Shall we have some coffee? 
Though twenty mugs of it is a bit much to ask, given all of you are no doubt 
fussy about how you take your milk and sug—” 

“Merlin, for God's sakes!” growled Jack. 

“When I said, ‘Leave the plan to me,’ I meant it,” the wizard retorted. 
“All of you have enough to worry about without the intricacies of war: a 
war that will be all for naught if even one of our most famous heroes dies. 
The shield over the Readers is almost broken now. Peter, Cinderella, Jack, 
Sleeping Beauty, Red Riding Hood, Hansel, Gretel, Pinocchio— you are all 
that’s left between the School Master and the end of Good as we know it. 
So let me worry about the battle plan while you and your young lieges 
worry about how to keep all of you alive.” 

Tedros gave Agatha a sharp look, questioning whether leaving the plan 
to Merlin sounded as faulty to her as it did to him. 


Agatha cleared her throat. “Merlin, you just said you’re taking us into 
the Stymph Forest because the School Master will attack us there. Given the 
School Master controls the Stymph Forest, don’t you think that warrants 
some details?” 

“Details?” Merlin asked, pursing his lips. “How’s this. The School 
Master plans to ambush us with the old villains before we get to school. 
Given I know this before it happens, I had to choose where I want this 
ambush to take place. The Stymph Forest seemed the best option.” 

Rumbles rolled through his audience. 

“He’s finally lost it,” Tedros mumbled to Agatha. 

“Merlin, first off, the Stymph Forest is the worst place we can go if it’s 
under the School Master’s control—” Lancelot snorted. 

“Forget the stymphs,” Hester jumped in. “He’s ambushing us? With two 
hundred zombie villains?” 

“How would wizard even know they ambush us?” Hansel scoffed. 

“For once Hansel is right,” Gretel agreed. “*Ambush” means attack with 
surprise, so if there is no surprise, then there is no ambush—” 

“What's surprising to me is that our future queen is worried about me,” 
Merlin boomed, eyes still on Agatha, “when she is the one ultimately 
responsible for winning this war and yet has no idea how to make Sophie 
destroy her ring.” 

Everyone shut up. 

Agatha slowly looked up at Merlin. 

“Either the School Master dies or we die, Agatha,” the wizard 
impressed. “So if I were you, I would be wholly focused on Sophie instead 
of stymphs.” 

His echo resounded across the Woods. 

Agatha could see Tedros staring at her. 

The rest of the group frowned at her too, dead silent. 

“Might as well kill ourselves now, then,” Cinderella cracked. 

Agatha twirled to her. “Or kill you since you’re a vile, black-hearted 
beast who no one can stand!” 

Cinderella went beet red. 

A stillness fell over the group, with everyone looking away. 

Agatha glanced at Tedros, but he couldn’t meet her eyes either. 


Merlin lumbered to his feet, brushing his hands of crumbs. “Another 
reason I’ve stayed a bachelor all these years ... ,” he said, heading towards 
the path. “The joy of eating alone.” 


“I’m not apologizing,” Agatha declared. 

Tedros chomped on an apple, ambling beside her. 

“I'm not. She deserved it,” Agatha pushed, trying not to look back at 
Cinderella with Pinocchio, a ways behind. “You would have done the same 
thing.” 

Tedros didn’t answer. 

“Look, if you’re going to make a scene about it, "ll apologize, but only 
if she apologizes first,” said Agatha. 

Tedros gnawed at the apple core and tossed it aside. “What is she 
apologizing for, exactly?” 

“Tedros, she’s done nothing but torment us since the day we met her.” 

“None of it bothered you before. If anything, you’ve gone out of your 
way to be civil to her until ten minutes ago.” 

“Because I can only take so much!” 

“Or because you found a convenient whipping girl during a moment of 
self-doubt.” 

“What?” 

“Agatha, do you remember first year we were in Dovey’s Good Deeds 
class and you told me I was dumb as an ass and then—” 

“You threatened to kill me?” 

Tedros pointed at himself. “Self-doubt.” He pointed at her. “Whipping 
girl.” 

The prince cocked a smile. “Takes one to know one.” 

Agatha folded her arms. “Well, you didn’t apologize to me back then, so 
why should I apologize to her?” 

“Because you’re a better person than me, obviously.” 

“Is that the defense you’re going to use in every argument from now 
until we die?” 

“Works, doesn’t it?” 

Agatha groaned. “Fine. Given that it’s impossible to get her alone at the 
moment, I’ll wait until there’s a more suitable time and plac—” 


1? 


“Hey, Long Nose 
me for a bit?” 

Pinocchio grimaced. “I'd rather not, given your air of entitlement, but 
seeing you’re a spoiled brat who will heckle me with emasculating taunts if 
I don’t, I’m sensing I don’t have a choice,” he said, shuffling towards the 
prince. 

Tedros blinked at him. “It must be exhausting to always tell the truth.” 

“Why do you think I’m not married?” said Pinocchio, walking off with 
him. 

And just like that, Agatha was alone with her mentor. 

She expected the old princess to attack her and make a public spectacle 
of this, but instead, Cinderella trudged ahead, slouched and shifty-eyed, 
looking like a shamed child. 

“Um, hello again,” said Agatha, a bit thrown. “I wanted to say sorry. I 
guess I felt defensive and took it out on—” 

“You think I’m a bad person,” Cinderella mumbled. “Everyone thinks 
I’m a bad person and that I’m bitter and frigid and rude. But no one in this 
group will ever understand, least of all you.” 

“That’s not true,” said Agatha. “People used to think I was pretty rude 
too. Truth is I was afraid of their judgments, until I learned to—” 

“Oh, no one gives a hoot what you learned,” Cinderella grouched. “You 
got it all wrong anyway. This ain’t about me being scared of stupid 
judgments or people like you. Forget I said anything. I accept your apology 
and now you can go away, all right?” 

She crossed her arms and looked away, done with this conversation. 

Agatha sighed. “All right.” 

She started to leave... but then she heard it. A quiet voice inside of her. 

Dont go. 

Only it wasn’t her voice. 

It was Cinderella’s. 

Once upon a time, Agatha could hear the wishes of souls in need. Since 
then, she thought she’d lost her talent. 

But perhaps she hadn’t lost it after all. 

Perhaps she’d just stopped listening. 

Slowly Agatha turned back to the old princess. 

“Tell me,” she said. 


Tedros shouted to Pinocchio. “Mind walking with 


Cinderella looked at her, startled. “Still here, are you,” she said, trying 
to sound annoyed. 

“Look, Merlin thinks we can help each other,” said Agatha. “And I have 
a feeling you know why.” 

Cinderella shifted her eyes to the ground. “What’s the point?” she 
muttered softly. 

“Please,” said Agatha. 

They walked in silence for a long time. 

“I never thought in a million years I’d get into the School for Good,” 
said the old princess. “I grew up with a stepmother who told me I was ugly 
and stupid and paunchy and wasn’t worthy to scrub her toilet, let alone be 
an Evergirl. ‘Cinderella,’ she named me: the girl who would be lucky to 
marry a stableboy. All her attention was focused on her two daughters, who 
she knew would marry eligible princes after graduating from the School for 
Good. So when / got a Flowerground ticket to school and my stepsisters 
didn’t, I felt so ashamed, as if there’d been some great mistake. Surely 
someone would see it was my sisters who belonged there, not me. But then 
I got my uniform and schedule and portrait on the wall... and there I was, 
a real student just like the others. Ella. Sweet, cinderless Ella of Charity, 
Room 24. 

“But I wasn’t happy at school. By the end of my first year, I was 
horribly homesick. Because here’s the thing no one knows about me: I 
loved my stepsisters. And they loved me! The storybooks never tell you 
that, because it would mess up everything, wouldn’t it? I mean, sure, they 
were silly and spoiled and prince-obsessed, but they were also clever and 
bawdy and sassy like me. Plus, they’d saved my life. When my father died 
and I was orphaned to my stepmother, she’d wanted to sell me to 
Bluebeard, who was looking for a new wife at the time. But knowing that 
Bluebeard had a reputation for hacking up his wives, my stepsisters came 
up with the idea of making me the housemaid instead. I could tell they felt 
guilty about having me wash their underpants, but I was happy as a clam, 
knowing they’d spared me from a terrible end. Besides, they usually were at 
my side while I did the sweeping and cooking, telling me all about the 
legendary School for Good and how glorious it would be once they got their 
Flowerground tickets, along with relaying the latest town gossip and 
carping about their troll of a mother. The three of us were so close. So to 


then be whisked off to school without them, especially when I always 
thought of that school as theirs . . . well, by the second month, I was moping 
over a bucket of ice cream before bed every night, wishing I could go 
home.” 

She took a deep breath. “But graduation finally came and while other 
students went off into the Woods in search of their fairy tales, I dashed back 
to my stepmother’s cottage in Maidenvale. At first, my sisters wouldn’t 
speak to me, still furious that I’d ‘stolen’ their place at school. But I was 
careful never to mention my life as a student and in time, they began giving 
me chores all over again. Meanwhile, my stepmother tore up any letters that 
arrived from my schoolmates and burned my old uniforms and textbooks, 
and soon it was like I’d never gone to the school at all. Which was a relief, 
honestly, because I was just happy to be laughing with my sisters like it was 
old times. 

“But my stepmother was a jealous wretch and began warning her 
daughters to keep their distance from me—I was a wolf in sheep’s clothing 
and would one day betray them, just like I had when Pd taken their spots at 
school. The bonds between girls who weren’t blood could never last. My 
stepsisters didn’t believe her, of course. I was family to them. And the truth 
was, I wanted them to be happy. After seeing my father marry that she-devil 
and seeing all the stupid energy that Evergirls put into boys at school, I was 
more than happy to leave marriage and love and princes to my stepsisters, 
while I lived life in their shadows, perfectly fine with their company and 
my own.” 

Cinderella paused. “So you have to understand, when Professor Dovey 
came to my house on that famous night and granted my wish to go to the 
Ball, she—and everyone else who knows my story—thought I wanted to go 
to the Ball to meet the prince. I never wanted to meet the damn prince! I 
wanted to go to the Ball because I wanted to see my stepsisters meet the 
prince! Their whole lives had been building towards the night Prince 
Keelan would see the eligible girls of the kingdom. And after all those years 
of me listening to them gush about what they’d say to him and what they’d 
wear and how they’d win his heart, now they’d finally get their turn in front 
of him. How could I not be there! They wanted me there too, of course, but 
they couldn’t dare admit it to stepmother. You should have seen their faces 
when I cornered them at the Ball and revealed myself, magic slippers and 


all. Just as I’d played down my time at school to keep us together, now they 
saw again how much I really loved them: for Pd used a magic wish to see 
their moment with the prince.” 

Her mentor’s eyes slowly dimmed. “When Prince Keelan chose me, I 
could see the shock in their faces, as if in a single moment, they realized 
they should have listened to their stepmother all along. The things they 
called me in that moment, with so many people listening, were so horrible 
that I can never forget them. I tried to explain to them that I didn’t want the 
prince—I even ran away from the Ball to prove it. But princes always find 
their princesses, even when they don’t want them to. He tracked me to my 
stepmother’s house like a snoop and fit me with the glass slipper I'd left 
behind. When he proposed to me, I gave him one condition: my stepsisters 
would come and live at the palace with me, because if I was marrying a 
man I hardly knew, at least I could live it up in style with my best friends. 
But he’d seen how my sisters behaved towards me at the Ball and when his 
men fitted me with the slipper. He couldn’t see in them what I did. Instead, 
he demanded I choose: either Pd go to the palace alone as his wife or be left 
behind at the house with my sisters forever. He gave me until the morning 
to decide and left with his men.” 

Cinderella paused. “That night, my stepmother tried to kill me in my 
bed with an axe, but my prince had hidden outside my window, knowing I 
wasn’t safe under her roof. He killed her on the spot with his sword and 
swept me away. The last thing my stepsisters ever saw was me riding away 
with the prince they’d both dreamed of, their mother dead on the floor.” 

Cinderella teared up. “First I took their place at school. Then I took their 
prince. Then I took their mother. How could they see the Good in me now? 
How could they see me as anything but an enemy?” she rasped. “For years, 
they plotted against me until my prince had them both killed, without my 
knowledge. When I discovered what he’d done, I left him forever. Because 
what my stepsisters never knew was that I would have stayed the next 
morning and given up my crown for them. Because they were my Ever 
After. More than any boy could be. And if I had to be alone the rest of my 
life in order to keep them in it... I would have. But it was all too late.” 

She finally looked at Agatha, racked with pain. “That’s why I told you 
to just stick that wand to Sophie’s head and threaten her and make her do 
what you want. That’s what my story taught me at least—might as well be a 


big fat bully and get what you want, "cause love doesn’t mean anything in 
the end. Not when a boy’s gonna swoop in and ruin it forever.” She broke 
down in sobs. 

“Oh Ella,” Agatha whispered, tears sliding down her face. 

“It's why Pm never happy,” Ella wept, the harshness gone from her 
now. “Because everyone thinks my fairy tale was about finding a fairy 
godmother and a dress and a prince, when I never wanted any of that! I just 
wanted my stepsisters to be happy! I just wanted to keep my best friends!” 

Agatha touched the old princess’s back and let her cry as they walked in 
silence on the path. 

“You really love Sophie?” Ella asked finally. “After everything she’s 
done?” 

Agatha nodded, suddenly overtaken by emotion. “As much as you love 
your stepsisters.” 

Ella stopped on the path, a quiet awakening in her eyes. “Thats why 
Merlin paired us together. Because I let my story go. I gave in to despair 
and anger and let it steal my life from under me. But you can fix my fairy 
tale by fixing yours, Agatha. You can still fight for Sophie. You can still 
fight for your friend.” 

Agatha shook her head. “I don’t know if there’s any of Sophie left to 
fight for, Ella.” 

Her mentor touched her cheek. “You can’t give up, Agatha. Not yet. 
Show the world what I couldn’t. Love that means just as much as a boy’s. 
Love that’s stronger than blood. Do it for the both of us.” 

Agatha gazed at Ella and for the first time the dark fear inside of her 
gave way to aray of light... 

Then Cinderella’s expression changed. 

Agatha turned and saw the entire group stopped on the path, gawking at 
her and her mentor, as if they were a lion and rabbit having a garden party. 

“Oh good grief, the fools think I’ve gone soft,” Cinderella growled. 

“TI tell them I groveled for forgiveness,” said Agatha. 

“And pledged your eternal servitude too,” snapped Cinderella. “Now 
get back to your blasted prince before you completely ruin my reputation.” 

With a wink, she gave her charge a swift kick in the buttocks, and 
Agatha couldn’t help but smile as she stumbled away, wondering how 


different her life might have been if she’d just learned to say sorry more 
often. 


res 3] > 


Spies in the Stymph Forest 


By the time they made it to the outskirts of the Stymph Forest, the sun’s 
shrinking glow was firmly in the east. 

“Only a few hours until the sun sets,” Tedros said nervously, his hand 
moving to Excalibur as if to make sure it was there. “Even Lance keeps 
looking at the sun like he knows we’re doomed.” 

“Lance. He gets a nickname from you and I don’t?” 

Tedros glanced at Agatha. She cracked a smile. 





“It's not funny,” he said, seeing the entrance to the Stymph Forest 
ahead. “There is no escape this time. The dark is coming, Agatha. This is 
The End for us. The real End—” 

“I know.” She squeezed his hand, still affected by Cinderella’s story. 
“So let’s try to hold on to every last bit of light that we can.” 

He stared at her. “Now you decide to be romantic? Now?” 

Agatha stopped smiling. “Look, Merlin has a plan, all right? He has to 
have a plan.” 

In front of them, the other pairs began to slow down as they approached 
the gates of the Stymph Forest. At the entrance stood two colossal elm 
trees, as tall as castle towers, with their trunks bowed towards each other 
and dead branches whittled into the shape of a bristling black swan, beak 
open, feathers beating, so lifelike in its impending attack that Agatha felt 
herself clutch Tedros tighter as they crossed beneath it. 

She shook off her fear. “I mean, it’s Merlin we’re talking about, the 
Merlin of legend and myth, who never fails Good in times of crisis—” 

“Except when he deserts us for six days, forgets to recruit a real army, 
drags us straight into School Master territory without weapons, and doesn’t 
teach us a single fire spell to kill any of the two hundred zombies about to 
eat us.” 

Agatha swallowed. 

They couldn’t see anything now, for the Stymph Forest was so dense 
with sky-high elms that it scrubbed out the last pinprick of sun. Agatha 
waited for someone to light a torch or a fingerglow, but no one took the 
initiative, as if it was less frightening to be in the dark than to see what was 
lurking in the trees. With no other light source, the nineteen heroes folded in 
a tight hive behind the wizard, whose hat led the way with its glowing white 
stars. 

The deeper they drew into the Stymph Forest, the more they began to 
smell the acrid smoke seeping from the bonfire in Gavaldon beyond the 
Woods. Instinctively, the younger members shielded their older mentors, 
remembering their duty to protect them and keep the shield over the Reader 
World intact. Anadil’s rats spread out across Anadil’s, Jack’s, and Briar 
Rose’s shoulders like bodyguards; Hester and Lancelot wheeled Hansel and 
Gretel through the pebbly dirt; Yuba stuck by the White Rabbit, whose 
night vision was quite acute; Dot and Red Riding Hood hewed to Princess 


Uma, insisting a teacher of Anımal Communication should know how to 
manage stymphs (“Stymphs aren’t animals; they’re beasts,” Uma moaned); 
and Hort held out a rusty training sword, guarding Peter Pan and Tinkerbell. 

Slowly their eyes drifted upwards, pinned to the trees, and as they 
adjusted to the darkness, they began to make them out . . . bony, vulturous 
shadows, eerily still on the elm branches, not making a sound. 

“They’re watching us,” Lancelot murmured. 

Merlin stopped suddenly, causing a pileup behind him and an array of 
hissed curses and crushed toes. The wizard peered ahead. 

“Gretel, why is wizard stopping—” Hansel started. 

“Shhh!” Gretel retorted. “Listen...” 

That’s when Agatha heard it too. 

The low thunder of marching, reverberating through the Forest. 

Far away, pulses of bright green glow pierced the blackness like 
blinking stars ... first a few... then a dozen... then hundreds, lighting up 
all at once before vanishing back to dark. With every second, the pulsing 
lights grew closer, matching the crescendo of footsteps—left, right, left, 
right—until Agatha wasn’t sure whether it was the light following the 
march or the march following the light. As the flashes grew bigger, brighter, 
she honed in on the green detonations, like mini-fireworks, holding just 
long enough to illuminate the trees in the distance... 

And the bodies coming towards them. 

The Dark Army skulked into the Stymph Forest in perfect rows, 
carrying axes, swords, and spears. Over their heads floated a cloud of black 
zombie fairies that kept the beat of their march with their glowing green 
tails, extinguishing and rekindling again and again. With every flash of 
light, the army strobed closer, as if time was skipping forward, and soon 
Agatha could make out their dead-eyed glares, stitched-up skin, and 
infamous faces. 

Peter Pan and Tinkerbell shrank against a tree at the sight of Captain 
Hook and his curved steel blade; Cinderella clutched Agatha’s arm when 
she saw her wicked stepmother with a rusty axe; Jack pulled Briar Rose 
close, glimpsing his club-wielding giant and her dagger-carrying fairy; 
Hansel and Gretel wheeled to the rear of the pack to hide from their zombie 
witch; and Red Riding Hood shifted from cowering behind Dot to cowering 
behind Lancelot when she snagged a look at her salivating wolf. 


“Merlin, this is where we ‘leave it to you’!” Hort called out. 

If Merlin did answer him, it was drowned out by the swell of the 
villains’ march. Agatha searched for the glow of the wizard’s hat, but the 
Forest was too dark and the heroes huddled too close. 

“Looks just like when I saw him in Granny’s nightdress,” Red Riding 
Hood rasped, watching the wolf in the front line, only fifty yards away. 
“Ate me in one swallow then. But I’m a grown woman now. Which means 
he’d have to chew first—” 

“Pd take a wolf’s teeth over a hook any day,” said Peter Pan anxiously. 

“My stepmother has an axe!” Cinderella boomed. 

“You win,” said Hansel. 

“It’s not your stepmother, okay? They’re not any of your old villains,” 
Hester retorted. “They’re zombies. They’re not real.” 

“They look plenty real to me,” Lancelot growled, drawing his sword. 

Hands shaking, Tedros pulled Excalibur, as the Dark Army marched 
closer. “Lead the way, Sir Lancelot.” 

“Look who’s suddenly showin’ me respect!” Lancelot snorted. “You, 
who spent all week blathering that you could win this war without my 
help!” 

“You don’t know me well enough to know that I spend half my life 
saying stupid things and the other half apologizing for them,” said Tedros. 
“Please, Lance. You’re the greatest knight who’s ever lived. Surely you’ve 
faced tougher battles. .. . Surely this isn’t as bad as it looks?” 

The knight could see Agatha and the rest gazing at him with the same 
hopeful expressions. 

Lancelot glanced up at two hundred villains brandishing weapons, thirty 
yards away now .. . then back down at his army of defenseless Evers and 
Nevers, crotchety old heroes, and a prince who held the world’s greatest 
sword but still wasn’t much good at using it. 

“Not as bad as it looks,” he said. “Worse.” 

The Dark Army halted their advance, twenty yards from the knight. The 
fairies lit up to full blast as the villains sneered across the forest, eyes red 
and murderous, mouths clamped in flat, lifeless lines. They raised their 
weapons in the fairy light, waiting for the order to charge. 

“Think I just wet myself,” peeped Hansel. 


“M-M-Merlin?” Agatha spluttered, fixed on the zombies. “Merlin, tell 
us what to do!” 

“That ll be difficult, "cause Merlin ain’t here,” said Hort. 

Everyone spun around. 

Merlin was gone. 

Agatha and Tedros gripped each other in horror. “We’re dead,” they 
gasped— 

From the sky came a blast of wind and they looked up to see two 
shadows, embraced in flight, float down through the trees. 

The boy touched down first, his white hair spiked as sharp as the black 
crown of the girl he held in his arms. He wore a sleeveless black shirt that 
showed off his porcelain skin and lean muscles, and long black breeches 
that hung low on his hips, revealing a piece of his rippled stomach. The girl 
was as pale as he was, her cheeks and lips so colorless that for a moment 
Agatha thought her a marble statue, until she pulled away from the boy 
wearing a black leather catsuit that hugged every curve of her frame. She 
moved towards Agatha, her hair a gold wave beneath her jagged crown, her 
skin so tight against her bones the veins glowed through, and her mouth 
curled in a cold, nasty smile. 

But it was only when Agatha saw the green of her eyes, the wicked 
emerald green, as bright as the fairy tails around her, that Agatha knew who 
the girl was. 

“Hello, darling,” said Sophie. 

Agatha’s throat felt like a vise, trapping her voice. Her vision blurred, 
Sophie lapsing out of focus, as if Agatha’s whole body was rejecting the 
moment, searching for the ends of a dream. She could hear nothing, only a 
furious ringing in her ears. Darkness curled in at the corners of the scene 
and she knew she was losing consciousness; her legs weakened, her 
heartbeat fizzled, the world funneling to black . . . 

Only there was light through the darkness now, gold like a beacon. ..a 
gold light like the one that glowed from her own finger when she needed it 
most... 

But it wasn’t coming from her finger. 

It was coming from the Evil Queen’s. 

The ring. 

Make her destroy the ring. 


Agatha felt the mulch beneath her feet again, the bleak night air, her 
eyes refocusing ahead... 

And there she was. Sophie, as Evil and dead cold as the boy she’d 
chosen. 

But Sophie still the same. 

“Agatha of Woods Beyond. The girl who never wanted to be a 
princess,” said Sophie. “And here she is with a crown.” 

Agatha held her ground. “Evil has a queen. So too does Good.” 

“If I have a prince, you want a prince. If I have a crown, you want a 
crown. It’s what I love about you best, Aggie. Always a step behind me.” 
Sophie looked past her at ragged, frightened Tedros, before her gaze moved 
to Rafal, immaculate in fairy light. “Until I do it better.” 

Tedros took Agatha’s hand and scowled at Sophie. “You call him better? 
A demon? A devil’s spawn?” 

“Oh Teddy. Don’t be transparent,” said Sophie. “We can make you a 
paper crown if you like. For the boy not yet a man. The prince not yet a 
king.” 

Tedros flushed. “Well, perhaps you were too busy admiring your own 
crown to notice you’re missing half your army!” he scoffed, struggling to 
sound intimidating. “What happened, lost ’em on the way here?” 

A sharp laugh echoed and Rafal sauntered forward. “Oh I’m quite sure 
my queen would have preferred we attack you with full force, little prince. 
Now that she has her crown, she makes me look quite soft in comparison. 
But our students represent Evil’s precious future. I wouldn’t risk a single 
one of them when Evil’s past is perfectly able to destroy you all on their 
own.” 

Agatha followed his eyes to the Dark Army, teeth gnashed, impatient 
for their Master’s signal. She thought of Reena, Chaddick, Ravan, and all 
the other students she’d come to know, trapped in the School for Evil. One 
day, Rafal would ensure they ended up as dark-hearted and ruthless as these 
undead killers hungry for war. 

But then Agatha remembered Kiko . . . lovely, sweet-faced Kiko, who 
just wanted everyone to find happiness and love .. . who could never be 
Evil no matter what anyone did to her. 

“Evil will never have a future,” said Agatha, thinking of her kind 
Evergirl friend. “Not when there are those who want to be Good.” 


“And no one wanted to be more Good than me, Aggie,” said Sophie. 
“But no matter how hard you try to make an Evil heart Good, it won’t take. 
You know that, or you’d never have given me a chance with your precious 
prince. You knew full well that I'd make a fool of myself.” Sophie’s pupils 
gleamed. “But to make a Good heart Evil... oh that’s child’s play, Aggie. 
Because Good hearts are like the softest underbelly, ripe for Evil to rip 
through. Just ask your friend, Kiko, who I heard crying last night, wishing 
she still had her ‘best friend’ Agatha to talk to. Quite popular, weren’t you, 
in your time at school, darling? Too bad your ‘best friend’ won’t be able to 
talk much longer. She’ll end up making a nice wicked goose, when her Evil 
education resumes and her mogrification is complete.” 

“You know what they say,” Rafal said, smirking. “Even the purest Good 
excels at Evil when it might end up as Christmas dinner.” 

The two of them burst into snickers. 

Agatha tensed, thrown by the glee in their laughter. With their ghostly 
skin, ice-blue veins, and sharp cheekbones, they looked so much alike now. 

“Well, there”1l be no goose and there’! be no Christmas dinner,” Tedros 
blustered. “Because we’re winning this war.” 

“Are you?” Rafal said bitingly. “With your formidable League of... 
Nineteen? Seems you lost your wizard, though there’s so many rallying to 
your cause that it’s hard to keep up. My, my, how will I ever kill the one 
hero I need to break the shield?” He scanned the meager group huddled 
against the trees: eight famous old heroes quailing in fear, four young Never 
turncoats, a languid white rabbit, a potbellied green fairy, an animal- 
language teacher, and a feeble old gnome . . . before his eyes fell on 
Lancelot, sword in hand, watching the conversation between this young 
foursome with a confused look on his face. 

Rafal’s smile darkened. “A complication.” 

“Who the devil are you?” Lancelot blustered, squinting at the snow- 
haired boy. “And when does the School Master get here?” 

“That is the School Master!” Hort hissed. “I told you he turned young!” 

Lancelot’s eyes bulged in shock. “Good God, why didn’t anyone say 
so?” 

In a split second, he launched forward, with a running start, and hurled 
his sword like a tomahawk at Rafal’s head. Caught off guard, the young 
School Master raised his hand too late. Sophie let out a cry of surprise— 


The sword blade smashed into Rafal’s forehead, cleaving right through 
his skull. 

Villains froze. Heroes held their breath. 

The Stymph Forest was as silent as a corpse. 

Lancelot scratched his ear, stunned by how easy it all was, before he 
flashed a boastful smile. “Hooah! See that, boy? One shot and the cad goes 
down! School Master dead. Storybook closed. Now where’s our bright 
sunshine—” 

His smile eroded. 

Rafal was still standing there, a sword in his head, a cheeky grin on his 
face. Slowly the blood seeped back into the wound around the sword before 
the young School Master reached up, took a hold of the hilt, and drew the 
blade out of his skull. The hole in his head sealed up, smoothing to fresh, 
young skin, as Rafal wiped the blood off the steel edge with his bare palm, 
his eyes never leaving Lancelot. 

Sophie too was grinning now, stroking the gold ring on her finger, 
which had kept her true love alive. 

“Our friend seems to have misplaced his sword,” the young School 
Master said to her. 

“Tends to have a habit of meddling in other people’s business, if I 
remember,” said Sophie. “Especially mine.” 

“Then perhaps you’d like to be the one to return his weapon?” Rafal 
asked. 

Sophie gripped the sword by the hilt. “Would be my honor.” 

Slowly she lifted cold eyes to Lancelot, her fingertip glowing pink. 
“Never liked him much anyway.” 

She fired her glow to the knight’s blade and shot it like a bullet across 
the Forest— 

Lancelot didn’t even have time to breathe. His own sword rammed into 
his shoulder, cutting clean through skin and tissue before spearing into the 
tree trunk. The knight let out a lion’s roar of pain, pinned to the elm like a 
piece of meat. 

Sophie cozied up to Rafal. “Complication solved.” 

Agatha and Tedros were white as death. All the other heroes cowered 
against the trees, watching their greatest warrior whimper and flail, 
immobilized by his own weapon. 


Rafal caressed Sophie’s cheek. “Like I said, my queen makes me look 
soft.” 

Agatha could see the dark pleasure in Sophie’s face and the yellow, 
catlike glow in her pupils. Suddenly her hope to make her friend destroy her 
ring seemed numbskulled and naive. Merlin had warned her: there would be 
no easy path to Ever After. Because there was nothing she could say to 
make Sophie destroy that ring now . . . nothing she could say to bring her 
back to Good... . 

Because there was no Good in Sophie anymore. 

“Help me, boy,” Lancelot cried out to Tedros. “Help me loose!” 

Tedros didn’t budge. 

Agatha could see him watching Lancelot on the tree. The sword was 
buried at the top of the knight’s shoulder, away from vital organs and 
clotting the wound from bleeding out. As long as Lancelot stayed there, 
he’d be in excruciating pain . . . but safe. Because the second Tedros helped 
Lancelot off that tree, Lance would make another charge for Rafal and end 
up dead on the spot. Villains didn’t offer mercy more than once. And 
whatever happened to Tedros from here, whatever he had to sacrifice to 
help Good win—even his own self—he’d make damned well sure of one 
thing: Lancelot would go back to his mother alive. 

The knight saw the change in Tedros’ face. “Tedros, no! Don’t fight 
them alone!” 

But the prince was looking at Agatha, who’d taken Tedros’ hand, her 
teeth gritted, silently telling him he wouldn’t fight Evil alone. 

He would fight it with her. 

“Tedros . . . please!” Lancelot begged. 

The prince’s fear hardened to steel. Hand in hand with Agatha, he 
turned back to Sophie and Rafal, the scared and tremulous boy gone. 

Rafal looked thoroughly entertained. “They think this is one of their old 
storybooks, my queen. Join hands, fight for love, and everything will go 
Good’s way...” 

“At least Evil does love with dignity,” Sophie scoffed, studying their 
joined hands. “You two are like one of those cakes drowned in frosting so 
no one will notice it’s spoiled.” 

Agatha lost her poise. “A cake you did everything possible to get for 
yourself, remember?” 


“And I did, thanks to you,” Sophie replied coolly. She smiled at Tedros. 
“Tt Just didn’t taste very good.” 

“You’re a witch,” Tedros hissed. “A witch who’s even uglier than the 
warty, bald-headed one you were before. Lucky that you found a freak as 
empty as you. Another black hole of a soul.” 

The venom in his voice took Sophie by surprise. Her cheeks blushed, 
before they paled again. “And yet we love each other just like you and your 
princess, Tedros. Nothing you say can make my love with Rafal mean any 
less. Nothing you say can take away our happy ending.” 

She pulled in tight to Rafal, who kissed her gently on the head. 

“Unless it’s hate, not love, that keeps you together,” said Agatha, 
watching them. “And hate can never win.” 

“Never win?” Rafal arched a brow. “Your steadfast wizard flees like a 
child the moment he sees our army. Your trusty knight proved even less 
useful... and yet still you’re pretending as if you have a chance?” 

Sophie glared at Agatha, fury building. “That’s the problem with Good, 
isn’t it? It tells you to believe in hope and faith, when those are just 
phantoms. Evil tells you to believe in the truth—the truth that’s staring at 
you in the face, no matter how scared you are of it. And here’s some truths 
for you. I was dreaming about Rafal all along. I was in the right school all 
along. I could have been happy being myself, instead of trying to be 
something I wasn’t. And if I’d just accepted that, I’d never have tried to be 
your friend in the first place. Because the only reason I knocked on your 
door with my big smile and my basket of cookies was so that a School 
Master would think I was Good. I was using you, Agatha. You were my 
Good Deed to get what I wanted. The same way you’ve used me to get 
closer to your prince. So don’t stand here and tell me what Rafal and I have 
isn’t love. What you and J had wasn’t love. Because that was a lie from the 
beginning.” 

All Agatha could hear was the sound of her own breaths, for Sophie’s 
eyes were like fireballs, scorching through hers. 

“But then again, you have hope and faith on your side, those never- 
failing weapons,” Sophie said cuttingly, “when all we have are axes, armies, 
and youth on ours.” 

“Ts that all we have, my queen?” Rafal asked playfully. 

Sophie read his face. “How could I forget?” 


Fingertip searing pink, she thrust ıt skywards, directing the cloud of 
fairies higher into the trees and lighting up the Forest overhead. 

Thousands of bony, fleshless stymphs snarled down from the branches 
with their eyeless sockets, cawing with high-pitched screams at the sight of 
their Master and his new queen. 

Agatha and the heroes shielded their ears from the terrible shrieks, but 
Rafal just hummed along, as if listening to beautiful music. 

“They can scream all they like,” Tedros growled, trying to endure the 
sounds. “Stymphs won’t attack the Good. You only trained them to attack 
the Evil.” 

Rafal tried not to laugh. “What I admired most about your father when 
he was a student was that he never thought he was more than he was. He 
knew he was about as sharp as a flint stone, so he kept his mouth shut and 
made up for it with a pretty face.” 

Tedros reddened, looking unnerved. 

“You, on the other hand, despite having even less brains than Arthur, 
have somehow convinced yourself that you have something going on in that 
exquisite little head of yours,” Rafal cooed. “Must have your mother’s 
blood. Always thought she was quite the know-it-all.” 

“Whoever birthed you would slay herself on the spot if she knew you 
had her blood!” Tedros spat. “I’m proud to be my mother’s son.” 

Rafal’s stare chilled him to the bone. “Well, she won’t have a son after 
tonight.” 

Agatha felt Tedros tense against her. 

“And as for those stymphs . . . they are indeed trained only to attack the 
Evil,” Rafal said, leering at the prince. “But the Woods are no longer the 
Woods you once knew, little prince. Good used to be the side with happy 
endings. Good used to be the side with true love’s kiss. Good used to be the 
side with Evers fighting for it. But Evil has all those things now. Evil has 
become the new Good.” 

He raised his arms to the stymphs with a malevolent smile. “Which 
means to them . . . Good is the new Evil.” 

The young School Master bared his teeth. “KILL THEM!” 

The Dark Army roared with bloodlust and charged for the heroes— 

Rafal held his hand up and they skidded to a stop. 


He was still staring at the stymphs, who hadn’t moved from their posts. 
They weren’t screeching anymore either. 

“I said... kill them,” Rafal bellowed. 

The birds didn’t flinch. 

The Forest was quiet. 

“Yoo-hoo! Over here!” a voice pipped. 

Slowly Rafal raised eyes to Merlin, high in an elm tree, astride a 
stymph. “You see, I’m afraid Evil isn’t the new Good, my dear boy. Not if 
your Evers and Nevers are both on Good’s side.” 

At the top of every tree in the forest, shadows toting bows and arrows 
slid out onto the branches from behind the tree trunks. With a swish of his 
hand, Merlin magically lit all their arrow tips on fire, illuminating the 
archers’ faces. 

Agatha and Tedros blanched at the sight of her classmates—Chaddick, 
Mona, Arachne, Vex, Reena, Millicent, Ravan, and Kiko, beaming despite 
her goose-feathered limbs—along with nearly two hundred other Evers and 
Nevers, their flaming arrows pointed at the Dark Army. 

“I peed again,” Hansel said, alongside his fellow gaping League 


Members. 
Sophie was the color of ash. She looked at Rafal, who was just as 
dumbstruck. “Impossible... ,” he breathed. 


“They were at s-s-school— with the teachers—” stuttered Sophie. “Lady 
Lesso barricaded them inside—” 

“Just like she did inside her classroom every session this past week, 
preparing her students to fight for Good,” said Merlin cheerfully. “I should 
know, my dear. I was there, teaching the class with Lady Lesso while the 
old villains were asleep. The sleeping spell was my work, of course; as your 
friends will tell you, I have a specialty in putting things to sleep, whether 
the thorned trees outside the school gates, visitors to my Celestium, or a 
sadistic fleet of zombies. And here you thought Lady Lesso was teaching 
them black magic tricks for your idiotic training fights! (That was Beatrix 
by the way, who found the spells in her old library books, while supervising 
the infirmary.) But it proved a useful smokescreen for what Lady Lesso was 
really up to, once you became suspicious and visited the Dean’s room. Not 
that Lesso lied to you—she was helping the young students fight the old 
villains . . . just for a much bigger fight than your pointless classroom 


brawls. I was hiding under her desk the whole time you were there by the 
way, trying to disguise my sniffles. Terrible allergies to sour plums.” 

Sophie couldn’t find air. “You... I heard you...” 

Agatha and Tedros were just as floored. Thats why Merlin was gone all 
week, Agatha thought. That was the old friend he said he was visiting . . . 

Hester, Anadil, and Dot weren’t his real spies. 

“It was Lady Lesso,” said Sophie, realizing it too. “She was the spy all 
along—” 

“Playing Evil’s fervent champion and your loyal mentor until I needed 
her. And with your return to Evil and the darkening of the Woods, that time 
finally came,” said Merlin. 

“You are a fool, old man, if you think a bitter, feckless hag of a Dean 
can make a difference in your fate,” Rafal sneered. 

“Given Lady Lesso has been Evil’s greatest Dean of all, P1 happily 
play the fool,” said the wizard. “For even she knows that Evil cannot exist 
without Good, the two of them in constant tension, refining and defining 
each other as nature’s balance. Try to erase Good and you only tilt the 
balance more in Good’s favor. Which means despite all your efforts, you 
haven't made Evil the new Good at all... . You’ve made Evil as old as it 
ever was.” 

The wizard smiled at Rafal. “And it seems you’ve trained your stymphs 
all too well.” 

He let out a piercing wolf whistle and with a rousing war cry two- 
hundred strong, the students leapt astride the birds and dive-bombed the 
birds off the trees, launching flaming arrows at the old villains— 

Arrow blades ripped through their targets, igniting zombie bodies on 
fire. 

Chaddick spiraled his stymph straight into the Dark Army, skewering 
three ogres with a single arrow . . . Beatrix managed a flying loop before 
she sparked fire to Snow White’s witch with an arrow to the neck... 
Arachne took out a cyclops’ eye with a straight shot and spinning dive... . 

Agatha watched a fleet of Nevers spray arrows into more zombie heads, 
utterly flabbergasted. Neither stymph-flying nor archery was ever taught at 
school. How had students as bumbling as Brone or Mona or Millicent 
become bird-riding, weapon-firing warriors in a week? 


But it was only when Agatha saw Kiko, flying wildly with absolutely no 
direction, her hand puttering on her bow, unleashing an arrow miles off 
target, that Agatha realized what was really happening. For all of a sudden, 
Kiko’s stymph magically leveled and her arrow magically veered, before 
tearing through a troll’s throat and setting him aflame. 

Slowly Agatha looked up to see Merlin high up in his tree, waving his 
palms like a symphony conductor, managing the stymph and arrow flights 
of his Ever-Never army with a sorcerer’s touch. Leave it to me, he’d insisted 
all along. For if the School Master would bring forth an army under his 
control, so too would Merlin. 

He swished his arms once more and four unmanned stymphs with bows 
and fiery arrows in their mouths throttled towards the ground, scooping 
Hester, Anadil, Dot, and Hort onto their backs, who immediately began 
taking aim at zombie targets and letting arrows fly. 

“If Daddy could see me now .. . ,” Dot cheered, lancing a headless 
horseman through the chest. 

“He’d ask why we’re fighting for Good,” Anadil crabbed, taking out 
two Harpies. 

“Always the party pooper, Ani,” said Hester, firing arrows as her demon 
flung firebolts from its mouth, igniting zombies on the spot. 

“No wonder Good always wins,” Hort marveled as he flew above them, 
watching Merlin correct the witches’ shots. “You guys cheat!” 

For a moment, Agatha felt a surge of relief, knowing the wizard was in 
command of Good’s whole army—well, almost the whole army. The old 
heroes were trying to charge into the fray, but were held back to the trees by 
Princess Uma, Yuba, the White Rabbit, and Tinkerbell, who knew even one 
of their deaths would break the Readers’ shield. Meanwhile, Lancelot 
yelled for the wizard to help him off the tree, but Merlin was so distracted 
trying to orchestrate his army that he flicked his hand in the knight’s 
direction and accidentally buried the sword deeper into his shoulder. As 
Lancelot hollered in pain, Agatha started towards him, but stopped short— 

Tedros. 

Where was Tedros? 

She whirled to see him, Excalibur in hand, charging towards Rafal, 
whose back was turned. Agatha held in a scream as Tedros raised his sword 


Rafal spun just in time, shooting a bomb of black glow which Tedros 
barely deflected with his blade. 

“Always so impulsive, little prince,” the young School Master snorted. 
“And now you’ve taken yourself into battle against someone who can’t be 
killed.” 

“When Pm done, you’ll be in so many pieces, I’d like to see you try to 
put yourself back together!” Tedros roared. 

As the two clashed viciously, Rafal firing more death spells and Tedros 
repelling them, Agatha could see her prince already losing ground. The 
School Master was rifling spells so fast and blasting away trees with such 
force that Tedros was diving behind stumps to avoid being toasted alive. 

Agatha couldn’t breathe. Her prince was going to die. She had to help 
him! But how? The School Master was invincible. There was no way to 
save Tedros unless— 

The ring. 

She looked up urgently and saw Sophie, crimson with rage, firing spells 
at stymph birds and crashing them with their riders to the ground. Sophie 
sensed something and froze still, before she turned and saw Agatha 
glowering at her . . . at the ring on her finger . . . her jaw set with 
determination. Slowly the two friends locked eyes. 

Sophie took off, fleeing through the Forest. 

Agatha started chasing, then heard Tedros cry with pain. She whirled 
and saw him crawling through flaming bodies, clutching his singed arm, as 
he tried to dodge Rafal’s spells. 

At the same time, the Dark Army was starting to regain a foothold in 
battle, thanks to Jack’s giant, knocking down stymphs with his fist, while 
Captain Hook slashed his weapon, sending students careening to the 
ground. Merlin’s gestures were increasingly frantic, and he had the same 
anxious look that he’d had when he’d lost control of his fairy-dust train. 

Agatha swiveled to Tedros and saw him using a stymph corpse as a 
shield against Rafal, as the School Master closed in. Petrified, Agatha spun 
and saw Sophie getting farther away— 

Either she went to help Tedros or she went after the ring. 

She looked up to the sun’s glow sinking in the dead-east. There wasn’t 
much time— 


“Let me free!” Lancelot’s voice ripped through the chaos. “The boy ’ll 
die without me!” 

Agatha’s eyes veered to him, speared to the tree. The knight was caked 
with blood, his hair ragged and beast-like, his face filled with primal rage. 

“I fight,” he snarled at her. “You go after her.” 

Agatha knew there wasn’t an argument. In a heartbeat, she hurdled over 
burning bodies and yanked the sword out of the knight’s shoulder. 

Lancelot howled in agony and relief before he stumbled forward and 
snatched the sword out of her hands. 

“Get her back here,” he panted, squeezing her arm hard. 

“But Tedros . . . what about Ted—” 

“He’ll be here, safe and sound, with Excalibur ready to destroy the ring 
when you return. I promise you, Agatha: I will keep the boy safe. But we 
need you to bring Sophie back,” Lancelot pressed. “Don’t fail me and I 
won’t fail you. Understood?” 

Agatha nodded, breathless. 

He shoved her away and she hurtled after Sophie into the trees. She 
peeked over her shoulder at Tedros, trying to repel Rafal’s death spells with 
a broken stymph bone, before she saw Lancelot storming towards them, the 
gang of old heroes at his back. 

“Do we fight or do we cower!” Lancelot yelled. 

“We fight!” the League roared. 

They followed him into battle as Agatha ran away from it, Good’s last 
and only hope to survive. 


res 32 a 


The Meaning of Evil 


With the light of the black fairies and flaming arrows illuminating her 
path, Agatha launched after Sophie, who was sprinting eastwards towards 
the edge of the Stymph Forest. Sophie had a good thirty-yard lead on her, 
but the farther she ran, the more the lights receded from the Good-Evil war, 
and soon Sophie was stumbling through the dark in her black-leather 
catsuit, trying to find her way out ofthe Woods. 

“Wait!” Agatha shouted, unable to see her anymore. If she lost Sophie 
here, she’d never find her before the sun set. “Sophie—” 





A pink blast of light blazed towards her head and Agatha dove just in 
time. She looked up to see Sophie racing ahead. 

Where is she going? Agatha thought, holding out her own gold 
fingerglow like a lantern. 

But then she saw it, through the gaps of skeletal branches overhead . . . 
the outlines of the two school castles. 

Agatha stopped cold. 

Sophie was Queen of Evil. She could open and close the school gates 
now, like any of the teachers. Which meant if Sophie crossed before Agatha 
caught her, she’d slam the gates shut. 

Agatha exploded forward, trying to make up ground, as the two of them 
broke out of the Woods and into a grove of purple, giant-thorned trees 
separating the Stymph Forest from the School for Good and Evil. The 
lethal-sharp thorns stirred languidly, as if woken from a deep sleep, and 
Agatha knew she only had seconds before they spotted her. Ahead, Sophie 
was nearing the school gates, but Agatha suddenly couldn’t see her 
anymore as deadly thorns started stabbing down in front of her like falling 
stalactites. 

“Sophie!” 

Agatha hurdled and dodged thorns, feeling the ground caving in as more 
and more thorns smashed holes around her. A thorn sliced from the left and 
she slid beneath it, only to have one gash her arm from the right; Agatha bit 
back the pain and fumbled forward, eyes locked on Sophie as the gates 
magically opened for her and started slatting shut the second she surged 
through. Agatha skidded towards them, still ten yards away, knowing she 
wasn’t going to make it. The gate was closing too fast— 

She glanced back and saw another thorn lashing down like a wave, 
about to impale her against the closing gates— 

Only one play to make. 

With a gasp, Agatha turned towards the thorn. Just as it hit her heart, 
she skirted its edge and leapt onto its side, like a hapless Tarzan, as the 
thorn reared up in surprise over the school gates. Agatha clung to the 
leathery purple thorn stem for dear life, swinging her legs through the air as 
she glanced down at the knife-edged gate spikes beneath her. The thorn 
coiled and flapped higher, about to shake her off. This was her last chance 


Agatha dug her nails into the stem, kicked her legs for momentum and 
flung herself off the thorn, over the gates, and shielded her head before she 
landed hard on her tailbone in a pine shrub. Any elation at being alive was 
scrubbed out by her throbbing backside. She lumbered to her feet to chase 
Sophie once more — 

Agatha froze. 

Sophie glared back at her from the shores of Halfway Bay. 

Before Agatha could move, a pink spell slammed into her chest, 
flattening her to the ground. 

The shock of being attacked with a stun spell by her best friend gave 
way to an onslaught of pain. It was as if she’d been stomped on by an 
elephant or bashed in the chest by a streaking comet. For a second, she 
forgot who and where she was. All she could think about was air and 
finding a way to get it inside of her, but her lungs were paralyzed, rejecting 
her breaths. She tried to inhale through her mouth, but her ears were ringing 
with a tone so shrill and piercing that she clenched her teeth and closed her 
eyes, waiting for it to end. It only got louder, compounded by crippling 
nausea. Every second brought a new surprise, like a house of horrors, until 
she realized the biggest, most obvious problem of all: she couldn’t move. 

She tried to crack open her eyes and see what was behind her, but her 
head felt like ıt’d been hacked open with an axe. Her field of vision was 
upside-down and shaky, her eyes watering too much to see any more than a 
dim, blurry fog. All she could make out through the quaking darkness was a 
blur of green coming off Halfway Bay— 

And a black shadow, upside-down, running through it towards the old 
Evil castle. 

Agatha could feel her heart trying in vain to pump blood to her muscles. 
Sophie ... she had to follow Sophie. ... 

Only she was still nailed to the dirt. 

How long do stun spells last? 

She’d seen students recover from them easily in Yuba’s class and during 
the past two Trials. That’s why the teachers never taught a counterspell: 
stunning was so innocuous that even the most belligerent first year couldn’t 
wreak havoc with it. So what had Sophie possibly done to make this spell 
so noxious and hateful .. . 

Magic follows emotion. 


Agatha’s breaths shallowed. Sophie had hit her with everything raging 
inside of her: fury, frustration, revenge . .. she’d turned an ordinary spell 
into a missile of hate. 

And there was only one counterspell to hate. 

Magic follows emotion. 

Agatha pictured her beautiful, brave prince in the Stymph Forest, 
fighting a deadly School Master. She focused on valiant Lancelot, who just 
wanted to go home to his one true love. She thought of noble, incorrigible 
old heroes, rushing into battle to repel old villains, who were starting to 
gain the upper hand. She looked up into the sky and watched the faint 
plumes of smoke blowing in from a shield over Gavaldon she couldn’t let 
break... 

They need me. 

They need me to destroy the ring. 

Gold heat surged to her fingertip and a rush of air inflated her chest. 
With a cry of pain, she curled up into a fetal position and lurched to her 
knees. 

For the first few paces, she could only crawl, her vision so misty and 
poor that she almost floundered straight into the bay’s lethal slime. 
Squinting up the hill at the old Evil castle, she could see Sophie propelling 
through the main doors. Agatha knew how vast the inside of Evil castle 
was; if Sophie got too far ahead, she’d never find her before nightfall— 

Panicked, she glanced up at the sky over the bay and saw the 
needlepoint glow sinking east. 

A couple hours at most. 

Agatha willed her way to her feet, her hands and arms still locked up, 
her legs still spasming with pain. She limped past the bay, lumbered up the 
muddy hill towards the castle entrance, and shambled through the wide 
open doors. She’d find her. . . . She had to find her... 

Her feet staggered onto the stone floor of the foyer before she slid down 
a wall of old portraits, drained of strength. 

The castle was dead quiet, with the only sound a leaky drip that trickled 
down the portrait frames. 

Sophie was long gone. 

Head hammering, Agatha scanned the deserted halls off the foyer. . . 
the stairs in the anteroom leading to the towers... 


I can t move. Not anymore. 

How can I find her if I can t move? 

She leaned against the wall, trying not to panic, trying to see straight— 

Voices. 

She heard voices. Carrying softly from the other side of the tall double 
doors at the end of the stair room. 

Nauseous with pain, Agatha squirmed forward on her stomach like a 
seal, her hands and arms still paralyzed. Pouring sweat, she shoved her face 
to the doors and peeked through the gap between them. 

Inside the dark Theater of Tales, Lady Lesso and Professor Clarissa 
Dovey were kneeling on the stone stage, hovering over the glant crack, 
revealing the deep, frozen Brig of Betrayers beneath. Thick, glowing blue 
mist billowed from inside the glacial dungeon, lighting up the Deans” faces. 
From her vantage point at the west doors, Agatha could make out Dovey 
using her wand to melt one of the ice tombs on a dungeon wall, as Lady 
Lesso tried to extract Professor Emma Anemone from inside 1t by hacking 
at the ice with the tip of her stiletto heel. 

“Do the part around her mouth last, Lesso dear,” said Dovey over 
Professor Anemone’s muffled shouts. “I could do without hearing Emma 
speak until absolutely necessary.” 

Dovey’s silver bun of hair and beetle-winged, green gown were 
drenched, no doubt the result of having been freed from her own ice tomb. 
Yet, her smile was as luminous as ever, as if she’d forgotten her frozen 
torment the moment she was reunited with her friend and fellow Dean. 

Meanwhile, in the back corner of the misty blue pit, Agatha could make 
out a new addition to the Brig—Aric, tied up and gagged, thrashing on the 
dungeon’s deep, snow-coated floor. Despite his muscles and height, there 
was nothing intimidating about him now as he whimpered and shivered on 
his side, “CREEP” still scarred into his forehead. 

“Mother, please!” he garbled into his gag, but Lady Lesso ignored him. 

“Couldn’t we seal him in his dormitory, like we did the other Evil 
teachers?” Professor Dovey asked, frowning at her sputtering wand. “We 
just need to keep them out of the way until the war is won—” 

“Aric will stay in the Brig,” said Lady Lesso. 

“Mother, I’m sorry!” he cried, trying to chew through his gag, but Lady 
Lesso still wouldn't look at him. 


“He is your son, even if he is vile,” Professor Dovey appealed. “And to 
leave your son in the Brig all alone seems rather—” 

“I’m beginning to doubt my decision to free you,” Lady Lesso snapped. 

Professor Dovey pursed her lips and refocused on melting the tomb, 
only to see her wand fizzle again. “Goodness, what did Merlin do to my 
wand? If I hadn’t been frozen stiff, Pd never have let that rodent take it 
from me—” 

“Then I would have taken it from you myself,” said Lady Lesso, 
tightening her braid. 

Professor Dovey stared at her. 

“Who do you think let the rodent in the Brig, Clarissa? Who do you 
think showed it where you were!” Lady Lesso groaned. “Really, I hope old 
age doesn’t sap my brain as much as it has yours.” 

“If it does, Pll be there to remind you what you just said, dear.” 

“You'll be dead, Clarissa.” 

The sound of the two Deans bantering made Agatha want to run to them 
and tackle them both in a hug, but her arms were still numb and her body 
crumpled on the floor, too weak to kick open or pound on the door. She 
tried to scream, but no voice came out, clotted inside her throat. 

Helpless, she watched her Good fairy godmother lean over the side of 
the pit with Lady Lesso and finally pull Professor Anemone from her ice 
grave, while Aric flailed and sniveled below. 

“I still don’t see how a Beautification professor is going to help us 
during war,” Lady Lesso panted, as she and Professor Dovey heaved their 
colleague onto the stone stage before collapsing on their sides. 

“Emma is a friend, Lady Lesso,” Clarissa puffed, dabbing at sweat. “A 
friend who actually had the courtesy of telling me her first name.” 

“Even my son doesn’t know my first name and I prefer to keep it that 
way, said Lady Lesso. “Though if I had a name as bloodless as Emma, that 
would be reason enough.” 

Even Professor Dovey chortled. 

The wild-haired Beautification professor sat up in a soggy heap and 
pulled out a pocket mirror, blinking wide eyes at her streaked makeup and 
sallow complexion. “Is this what it’s all come to? Mighty Good reduced to 
a shadow of its former self?” 


“A shadow we will fight for, Emma,” Clarissa declared, dragging her up 
towards the east doors, across the theater from where Agatha was watching. 
“Now hurry! We have to get to the Stymph Forest and help Merlin. The sun 
is almost set—” 

“Wait,” said Lady Lesso. 

She paused at the edge of the glowing Brig, glaring down at her son, 
tied up on the snow-covered floor of the dungeon. “Clarissa, are you sure 
no one can open the Brig except Evil’s Deans?” 

“Evil’s Deans and their superiors, and only then from the outside. 
Neither me nor my Good colleagues could open it,” said Dovey, looking at 
Aric sadly. “Nor can we once you seal it. Even if we wanted to.” 

Aric spat out his gag. “Please! I won’t hurt you, Mother!” he sobbed, 
pulling at his binds. “Please don’t leave me alone again! Pl be nice from 
now on....Pllbea good son...” 

Lady Lesso’s glare wavered, taking in his terrified face. 

“Are you sure, Lady Lesso?” Professor Dovey asked. “Surely he can 
change. Surely a mother’s love...” 

“That’s the difference between Good and Evil, Clarissa,” the Evil Dean 
said softly. ““We know that love isn’t always enough for a happy ending.” 

She looked at her son, jaw clenching. 

Aric read her face. “Mother, no!” 

Lady Lesso thrust out her finger and the ceiling of the Brig started 
closing as Aric screamed in horror, with a desperate childlike wail that 
filled the theater. 

For a moment, Lady Lesso started shaking, her eyes glistening with 
tears. Then she felt Clarissa’s hand take hers, so tight and warm. The Evil 
Dean steadied herself, wiping her cheek. 

“Come on, girls,” she said sternly, turning away from Aric’s cries. 
“Merlin needs us—” 

Pink light ripped past her and crashed into the Brig, magically stalling 
its walls. The impact tore a chunk of ice off Professor Anemone’s old tomb, 
which fell and bashed Aric in the head, knocking him out. 

Shell-shocked, Lady Lesso, Professor Dovey, and Professor Anemone 
slowly turned to see Sophie standing at the east doors, her fingertip glowing 
pink. 
“You’re not going anywhere, Lady Lesso,” she said, dead cold. 


Agatha choked outside the west doors. 

She could see the ring gleaming on her friend’s finger . . . the ring she 
had to destroy to save her prince’s life. . . . Thinking of Tedros, Agatha 
hobbled up for the door handle, wanting to throw herself inside— 

But what if she startled the teachers? What if Sophie used the moment to 
attack them? 

She wouldn’t have the strength to fight or help them if things went 
wrong. Despairing, Agatha held herself back. 

“Take Emma and go to the Stymph Forest, Clarissa,” said Lady Lesso. 

“Lady Lesso—” Professor Dovey started. 

“Now, ” Lady Lesso commanded. 

Clarissa didn't argue. She grabbed Professor Anemone's hand and 
hurried out of the theater through the east doors. 

Alone in the Theater of Tales, Sophie and Lady Lesso faced off in the 
green torchlight. 

“You said you wanted me to be a legendary queen,” Sophie boiled, 
shaking with rage. “You said you wanted me to make Evil great again. You 
said you wanted me to be happy.” 

“And I do,” said Lady Lesso. 

“Then how could you betray me and the one boy who makes me 
happy?” Sophie snarled, prowling towards her. 

“Because in all of your years at my school, Sophie, I’ve only seen you 
happy in the company of one person,” said Lady Lesso calmly, holding her 
ground. “And it isn’t Rafal.” 

“Well, in case you weren’t paying attention, Tedros and I aren't exactly 
getting alon—” 

“It isn’t Tedros either.” 

Sophie stopped her advance. 

“With Agatha, your soul is complete, Sophie,” said Lady Lesso. 
“Without her, you’ll never be at peace.” 

Agatha’s eyes widened through the door, matching Sophie’s expression. 

“But you said she’s my Nemesis,” Sophie scoffed. “You told me to kill 
her if I could—” 

“Because I knew you couldn’t,” said Lady Lesso. “Agatha is your 
Nemesis. But only because you’ve always believed she has the happy 
ending you deserved. Everything you’ve done in your fairy tale has been to 


try and take that happy ending, whether trying to get Tedros for yourself or 
trying to replace him with Rafal. But what if you had that fairy tale all 
wrong, Sophie? What if a boy was never your happy ending? What if your 
happy ending was inside you all this time?” 

The Dean gazed at her. “Then Agatha isn’t your Nemesis at all, is she? 
For a Nemesis is someone who gets stronger as you get weaker, while you 
and Agatha make each other stronger. Each of you has taught the other 
about real love. Without you, Agatha could never have opened herself to 
Tedros. And without Agatha, you could never find the true ending to your 
fairy tale—which is to let her go to Camelot with Tedros and know that her 
happiness is yours too. Don’t you see, Sophie? Your only Nemesis in your 
story is yourself. Because to find true love with another soul, like Agatha 
has, first you have to find it within. To find a happy ending with someone 
else, first you have to find it alone. Just as Agatha once did before she met 
you.” 

Sophie shook her head, rage building. “Alone? You think my happy 
ending is alone? I thought you and me were alike. I thought you were Evil.” 

“And I am. Certainly more Evil than you,” said Lady Lesso. “Except the 
difference between me and you is that I know what Evil means.” 

Sophie smirked bitterly. “Being a spy for Good?” 

“Accepting Good as our equal,” said Lady Lesso. 

Sophie’s smirk erased. 

“That’s what Evil’s love really is, Sophie,” said the Dean. “Knowing 
that Good has the right to thrive and fight for happiness, just as much as we 
do. Because in the end, Good and Evil are two sides of the same story: 
every Good comes from Evil and every Evil from Good. Just as your 
mother’s death made you want to find real happiness. Just as Agatha’s Ever 
After with a prince will help you find yours on your own. That is the 
balance that sustains our world. The balance that let the School Master stay 
young all those years, loving his Good brother as his equal, even if he was 
his enemy . . . before he forgot the power of that love. Just like you have 
forgotten too.” 

“What would you ever know about love? Look what you did to your 
own son!” Sophie mocked, blotching red. “All because you were scared 
he’d kill you—” 


“Not me,” Lady Lesso said, smiling sadly. “I was never scared he’d kill 
me. I was scared he’d kill the one real love I have in this world.” 

Sophie stared at her, disarmed. 

“Why do you think I was Merlin’s spy in the first place?” said the Dean. 
“Because it meant when the time came, I’d get to set Clarissa Dovey free. 
My best friend. My Agatha.” 

Sophie ashened. “You ... you betrayed Evil for a friend?” 

“Like you must, when the time comes,” said Lady Lesso. “Because that 
friend’s happy ending will be your own, if you can let yourself find peace in 
being alone. That’s how this storybook will close. That’s your real ending, 
Sophie. And that's a Never After worth fighting for.” 

Sophie’s face froze, her lashes blinking faster. 

At the west doors, Agatha watched them, her head lightening, her 
muscles unlocking, as if Lady Lesso’s words had taken away her pain. She 
could see Sophie’s big emerald eyes, gazing at the Dean, and for a moment, 
she caught a glimpse of her old friend inside of them. 

But then Sophie’s pupils hardened, the yellow fire returning, and she 
sneered back at Lady Lesso. “I don’t have a friend anymore,” she hissed. “I 
have love. I have real love that will last forever. I’ll never be alone.” 

“If only you could see yourself as you are now, Sophie,” said Lady 
Lesso, her voice tender and maternal. “Because you’ve never been more 
alone.” 

Sophie bared her teeth and fired a blast of pink glow at the Dean’s head, 
but Lady Lesso deflected it easily, ricocheting the spell into Sophie, who 
stumbled towards the edge of the pit. Losing balance, she held out her hand 
towards Lady Lesso, as she teetered backwards— 

Lady Lesso didn’t take it. 

Sophie plunged into the dungeon mist, landing on her ribs in the cold 
sweep of snow. 

Balled up on her side, all Sophie could hear were here own frigid 
breaths and the echo of Lady Lesso’s footsteps clacking away through the 
east doors. 

She rose gingerly, back aching and looked up at the walls of ice tombs, 
fogged over by the warm air seeping in from the theater. Still shaken by her 
run-in with the Dean, she squinted down long rows of glowing blue graves, 
extending right and left beneath the stage into dark oblivion. Clawing her 


hands into the shards of Professor Anemone’s old tomb, she stood on 
tiptoes, looking for a way out of the Brig, but the walls were at least eight 
feet high. 

“Help...,” a voice whispered. “Help me...” 

Sophie turned to see Aric, hands and feet bound, stirring in a dark 
corner of the Brig. His temple was streaked with blood where the ice had 
bludgeoned him. 

“Please... ,” he croaked. “PI get us out of here. . . . Just cut me loose 

Sophie had no fondness for the boy, but she didn’t have much choice. 

Without hesitating, she bent down and burnt away his binds with her 
glowing fingertip. Aric stretched his legs, growling with pain. 

“Give me a boost off that broken tomb, so I can get to the stage,” he 
said. “T Il pull you over once I’m up there.” 

“No, you give me a boost. I’m going first,” Sophie retorted. 

“There’s no way you can pull me up over that stage,” Aric shot back. 

“Aric—” 

“We don’t have time for this, Sophie.” 

Sophie exhaled angrily. She dug her shoe tip into the edge of Professor 
Anemone’s old tomb. “Use my leg. Hurry.” 

Aric placed his heel on her thigh, gripped on to a broken spear of ice, 
and propelled himself up the ice wall. Sophie gnashed her teeth in pain, 
sustaining his weight on her thigh for a split second, before he muscled his 
way over the edge of the ice and crawled onto the stone platform above. 

“Pull me up!” Sophie barked. “Hurry!” 

Aric bent towards her. Then he stabbed out his glowing finger at the 
dungeon ceiling, which instantly started closing again, faster than before— 

“What are you doing!” Sophie cried. 

Aric’s violet eyes flashed through the mist. “If it wasn’t for you, I would 
have led training. And the war would already be won.” 

He bounded off and out of sight, the sound of the east doors slamming 
behind him. 

As the Brig hemmed in on her, Sophie felt her finger burn with fear. She 
shot a blast of light at the dungeon ceiling to keep it open, but the sides 
were closing too fast. She tried again, but she couldn’t focus her emotion 


like last time. Lady Lesso had left her unsteady—panic and doubt were 
making her fingerglow flicker— 

You 've never been more alone. 

She couldn’t get the words out of her head. 

“Help! Someone help me!” 

But the stage was seconds from sealing over. She’d be trapped in the 
tombs. No one would know where to find her, even Rafal, even... 

“HELP! SOMEONE HELP! PLEASE—” 

A shadow suddenly fell over her. 

Sophie looked up at a blue-lit silhouette, extending her arm into the pit. 

“Grab on to me!” the familiar voice yelled. 

Sophie gaped at Agatha, stunned. 

“Hurry, Sophie! Before it closes!” 

Instantly Sophie seized her hand, as her best friend started pulling her 
up to safety... 

Sophie’s grip slipped and she crashed back down. Petrified, she lunged 
up, clasping Agatha’s hand again— 

Too late. The crack was almost sealed. Agatha would never get Sophie 
out in time. Either Agatha let go of her or Sophie would be crushed by the 
sides of the stage— 

“Don’t leave me here!” Sophie rasped, holding on to her. “Please!” 

Desperate, Agatha looked down at Sophie’s hand in hers . . . the School 
Master’s ring shining gold on her finger, like the last glow of sun over her 
prince fighting for his life... 

Don t fail me and I won t fail you, Lancelot echoed. 

Agatha wouldn’t. 

On a breath, she squeezed Sophie’s hand tight and leapt over the edge 
into glowing blue mist, pulling her friend back down into the frozen 
dungeon before it sealed shut above them with a resounding crack. 
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An Unexpected History Lesson 


With the ceiling closed and no warmth seeping in from the theater, the 
dungeon turned lethally cold. 

The two girls stumbled to their feet and recoiled against opposite walls, 
lit by the frosty blue light ofthe tombs. Each held out her glowing fingertip, 
trying to catch her breath as they glared into the other’s eyes. 

“What are you going to do? Kill me?” Agatha panted, shivering in her 
black cloak. “Still won’t get you out of this place alive.” 





“And you can?” Sophie scowled, fingertip smoking through the frigid 
air. “You who will do anything to make me destroy my ring? Chase me, 


bully me, hurt me. . . bet you have a wand in that pocket, ready to hold to 
my head. Go on. Threaten me, Aggie. Threaten me with life or death. PI 
die rather than destroy this ring for you.” 

Agatha went quiet, weak from the stun spell and the cold. She looked 
past Sophie at the long rows of graves leading into the darkness. She 
couldn’t help but snort at the irony of it all. 

Sophie simmered. “You think this is funny?” 

“It’s just . . . this is how Tedros and I started when we came back to 
rescue you,” said Agatha. “Trapped in a grave.” 

“And now you’re here with me, trying to find a way to rescue him,” 
Sophie snarked. “Always rescuing, Aggie. Always so Good. How could I 
ever match up?” 

“Friendship isn’t a competition.” 

“Says the friend who made it one,” Sophie retorted, pointing her 
fingerglow at Agatha’s heart. “You and your old minions want me to 
destroy my true love, so you can keep yours. What if I destroy you 
instead?” 

“He’s not your true love,” Agatha said, struggling to stay calm. “He’s 
using you to get his ending.” 

“Just like you’re trying to use me to get yours,’ 
glowing hotter. “Even if I end up alone.” 

Agatha matched her gaze. “My ending has you in it, Sophie. Even if I’m 
with Tedros. Ill never leave you behind, no matter how Evil you are, how 
many boys come in our way, or how old we get. We’re stronger than Good 
and Evil, Boys and Girls, and Old and Young. We’re best friends.” 

The fury drained out of Sophie’s face. “And yet, we can’t find a happy 
ending together, no matter how hard we try,” she said, softer now. “Every 
path leaves us trapped.” 

Agatha clung to Cinderella’s words. “Don’t give up on us, Sophie.” 

“Do you know what you’re asking me, Aggie?” Sophie’s fingerglow 
dimmed, her eyes shimmering like cut emeralds. “You’re asking me to 
throw away my Ever After for yours, and still be happy. You’re asking me 
to end just like my mother, only worse, because you want me to come live 
with you two. It would be like Cinderella’s stepsisters shacking up with her 
and the prince at the palace like one big, blissful family, Happily Ever 


> 


said Sophie, finger 


After. You know why we never saw that in a storybook? Because it could 
never happen.” 

Agatha stared at her, her own fingerglow dimming too. 

Sophie’s face hardened again. “But it would also be foolish to kill you 
right now,” she said, ice-cold. “Help me find a way out of here and maybe 
youll see your precious prince again.” 

She tightened the ring on her finger and headed further into the Brig. 

Agatha’s heart withered, watching Sophie’s black-leathered silhouette 
recede into the mist. 

Where was Tedros right now? Is he even alive? 

The sun must be on its last drips, no more than an hour left... 

No. I cant think like that. 

A hero always finds a way out. 

Tedros would find a way out. 

Agatha took a shallow breath and forced herself after Sophie. 

“There must be a secret door somewhere,” Sophie’s voice echoed. 

Agatha couldn’t keep up, her legs still throbbing, her teeth starting to 
chatter. Limping behind, she scanned the coffins sunken into opposing 
walls, filled with those who’d betrayed their duties to Evil. Professor 
Espada, the Swordplay teacher . . . Professor Lukas, the boys’ Chivalry 
teacher... . Albemarle, the spectacled woodpecker in charge of the Groom 
Room . . . each freshly entombed when they’d refused to serve the young 
School Master’s new school. Lesso and Dovey hadn’t had the time to 
rescue them, but all three were still alive and healthy, their wide eyes 
blinking through the ice like trapped puppets. Guilty that she didn’t have 
time to free them either, Agatha slunk further into the Brig, promising 
herself she’d come back if she could. At least they were still alive, she 
thought, because now she could see older coffins ahead, murky and 
cobwebbed, with dead bodies decaying inside of them. Each was labeled on 
the outside with a small steel placard, blank and awaiting inscription. 

Yet as Agatha moved past the grave of a rotting teenaged boy with curly 
black hair, she suddenly noticed the placards weren’t blank at all. There 
were carvings embedded in the steel... 

A series of raised dots, small as pinheads, arranged in neat rows. 

Her heart drummed faster. Blind Professor August Sader couldn’t write 
history in words like a normal historian. But he had seen history in a way 


no one else could and found a way to help his students see it too, using 
magic dots like the ones Agatha was looking at right now. Breathless, she 
couldn’t resist brushing her fingertips across them — 

A swoosh of silver air rocketed off the placard, contorting into a 
floating human silhouette, three-dimensional and the size of a fairy. 
Professor Sader grinned back at Agatha as he hovered in midair, wearing 
his customary shamrock suit, his wavy silver hair neat and clean, his hazel 
eyes twinkling with life. For a moment, Agatha beamed in surprise, 
thinking he was looking at her, before Sader’s focal point scanned past her, 
addressing a larger audience. 

“The next betrayer on our tour is Fawaz of Shazabah, a henchman 
ordered by an Evil sultan to hide a magic lamp where no one could find it, 
before Fawaz secretly tried to keep it for himself. The sultan caught him 
and had him killed, before he was brought here to the Brig for permanent 
display. You won’t need to know which sultan he betrayed for your second- 
year exam, but keep your eye on Fawaz, who plays a crucial role in how 
Aladdin came to find his magic lamp .. .” 

Of course he didnt see me, Agatha sighed, quickly moving on. One, 
Sader was blind; two, he was dead; and three, he was nothing but a 
phantom now, on a recorded loop. No doubt he’d left these placards behind 
for future History classes after he foresaw his own death, just as he’d once 
amended the class textbooks to include his obituary. 

Agatha couldn’t see Sophie anymore through the mist. 

What would Sader have told me to do? 

Sun setting . . . shield falling . . . Tedros struggling . . . a ring on her best 
friend’s finger the only way out... 

A happy ending is right under your nose. 

That’s what he’d say. 

Tears sprung to her eyes. He’d always felt like a father to her. 
Sometimes in her dreams, she’d see him, with his silvery hair and light 
eyes, looking down at her, with the gentlest of smiles. But when she woke 
up, she knew he wasn’t real, just as he wasn’t real now. Just as there was 
nothing under her nose except darkness and snow. 

As she hurried past more tombs, she ran her fingers over the placards, 
so she could see his face pop up again and again, the voices overlapping as 
Sader’s phantom explained each one, until the entire dungeon chorused 


with Professor Sader’s deep, measured tones. It didn’t matter if he wasn’t 
real, Agatha thought. There was something soothing about hearing him, as 
if she was safe and protected as long as Sader was talking... 

Only she could see Sophie’s shadow again now, looming in front of one 
of the graves ahead. Agatha’s gut tightened. 

“Did you find a way out?” she pressed. “Is that a secret doo—” 

Sophie didn’t answer. 

She was staring at a beautiful woman in a silky white dress, her eyes 
closed inside her coffin, her face serene, like a princess waiting to be kissed. 
Unlike the other decaying corpses, she had flawless, vanilla skin, luscious 
lips, and the most beautiful long, blond hair, like hand-spun gold. From the 
pallor of her mouth and the waxy complexion of her skin, it was clear she 
was dead and embalmed long before she was ever placed into her frozen 
grave. 

“Who’s that?” Agatha said. 

Sophie didn’t answer. 

Behind them, Sader’s recorded voices had all gone quiet. 

Agatha frowned. “Sophie, we don’t have time to sit here and ogle 
random dead women who happen to look like you—” 

Her heart dropped. No. 

“That's... that’s her?” Agatha blurted. “That’s—” 

“My mother,” said Sophie, her voice flat and numb. “Her body was here 
in the Woods all along. The grave on Necro Ridge wasn’t a mistake. 
Someone must have moved her here.” 

“But that’s impossible!” said Agatha, before she looked up at Vanessa 
again and saw just how much she resembled Sophie. “Isn’t it?” 

“Only one way to find out,” Sophie rasped. 

Agatha followed her gaze to the placard on Vanessa’s tomb and the 
silver dots carved into the steel. 

“Her story is inside those dots,” said Sophie shakily. “The answer to 
why she has a headstone on Necro Ridge. To why she’s here in Evil’s 
dungeon.” 

Sophie looked at her friend. “And maybe to why the both of us are in 
this fairy tale together.” 

Agatha held her breath, watching Sophie reach out a quivering hand and 
brush her fingers across the dots. 


A cloud of silver leapt off the placard, melting into Sader’s miniature 
silhouette once more. Only this time he was no longer smiling or at ease. 
His shoulders were stiff, his jaw tight, and his glassy hazel gaze locked on 
them. 

“We don’t have much time, girls. If you’re seeing this, then my visions 
held true and you are nearing the end of your story.” 

Agatha reddened. “But Professor Sader, what happens at—” 

“Dead seers still can’t answer questions, Agatha, though I knew you 
would ask one because I am a seer and foresaw it. But from now until this 
recording runs out, neither of you will interrupt me again. There is no time 
for interruptions.” 

Agatha and Sophie glanced at each other. 

This means everything turns out happily, Agatha thought, hope 
swelling. Sader sees the future . . . he knows we come out alive— 

“I do not know how your fairy tale ends,” Sader said starkly. 

Agatha snapped back to him. 

“My visions stop after you and Sophie appear in front of me, listening 
to this very message. From here, I do not know whether you live or die, end 
as friends or enemies, or whether either of you will find a happy ending at 
all.” 

Agatha felt hope shrivel away. 

“What I do know, however, 1s that you cannot find the ending to your 
fairy tale unless you know how it began,” said Sader. “And it began long 
before you two ever came to the School for Good and Evil. Every old story 
sets off a chain of events that leads to a new story. Every new story has its 
roots in the old. Your story most of all.” 

He conjured a storybook twice as big as his fairy-sized body and let it 
float towards the girls. It had a red cherrywood cover, just like The Tale of 
Sophie and Agatha that the Storian was writing in the School Master’s 
tower right now. Only as Agatha looked closer, she realized this wasn’t her 
and Sophie’s fairy tale. The title of this one was: 


The Table of Callis & Vanessa 


Agatha saw Sophie’s whole body seize up. 
“She was in a fairy tale,” Sophie gasped. 


Sader spread open the storybook to its first page. A puff of mist erupted 
over it, along with a ghostly scene of an ordinary cottage. “And now it’s 
time for you to go inside,” he said. 

Agatha and Sophie stared at his tiny image, confused. 

“I was never fond of my sister Evelyn’s spells, but there was one that I 
quite liked,” Professor Sader explained, with a growing grin. “Because say 
what you will of her, when Evelyn Sader told you a story . . . she made you 
feel like you were there.” 

He raised the open storybook and blew on the phantom scene. With a 
fizzling swish, the scene shattered into a million glittered shards and 
crashed over the two girls like a glass sandstorm. Agatha shielded her eyes, 
her body drifting through space, until her feet touched ground next to 
Sophie’s. Slowly they both looked up. 

They were standing inside the cottage they’d seen on the page, the air 
thick and hazy around them, giving the room a vaporous feel, as if it wasn’t 
quite real. Agatha recognized the effect at once, for this was how Evelyn 
Sader had brought them into her adulterated fairy tales a year ago. Now 
August Sader had brought them into one they never knew existed. 

Agatha scanned the intimate kitchen and white, round dining table... 

“Wait a second—” she started. 

“This is my house,” said Sophie, realizing it too. 

Agatha furrowed. “But if it’s your house, then who’s that?” 

Sophie followed her eyes to a skinny black-haired girl in the corner, 
scowling out a window. She had a sharp nose, big brown eyes, and thin pink 
lips. She couldn’t have been older than sixteen. 

“It’s... you...,” said Sophie, studying her. “Only not you.” 

Definitely not me, thought Agatha, because this girl had a cruel mouth 
and a vicious gleam in her eye. There was something dark and venomous 
about her that made Agatha afraid of her, even if she was just a phantom. 
She’d never seen the girl in her life. She had no idea who she was and why 
she was in Sophie’s house. But one thing was for sure. Whatever the girl 
was looking at through the window had her unwavering focus and utmost 
contempt. 

“Once upon a time, in a land beyond the Woods, there lived a girl 
named Vanessa,” said Professor Sader. 

Sophie and Agatha froze dead still, eyes wide, breath misting. 


Neither looked at the other. Neither spoke. 

They gaped at the dark-haired girl, who looked starkly different than the 
blond-haired woman they’d just seen in the frozen tomb. 

Because if this was Vanessa, then they had this story all wrong. 

“Vanessa was a foul, miserable soul, who thought herself far better than 
the town she lived in,” said Sader. “Perhaps she would have made a fair 
student at the School for Evil, except for one ray of light amidst the 
darkness of her heart...” 

The scene magically zoomed in, so now Sophie and Agatha could see 
what the girl was looking at through the window .. . 

A young and strapping teenager strutted by, with thick, wavy, golden 
blond hair, a tall, sturdy frame, blue-green eyes and a devil-may-care smile. 

Stefan, thought Agatha, struck once more by his resemblance to August 
Sader, even as a young boy. 

But it wasn’t Stefan who Vanessa was glowering at, as he passed by her 
house. It was the plump, scraggly-haired, sweet-faced girl walking with 
Stefan, hand in hand. 

“Honora, ” Sophie whispered. 

Sader continued: “Since the day she laid eyes on him, Vanessa had been 
in love with young Stefan. Not that they knew each other. Vanessa 
fantasized about him from afar, waiting for him to rescue her from her 
dreary life. Day after day, he was her only source of happiness. This despite 
the fact their souls were mirror images. Where Vanessa was calculating, 
controlling, and disdainful of her fellow villagers, Stefan was jovial, 
gregarious, and a favorite of the Elders. Not that he didn’t have his faults: 
Stefan was rakish and carefree in a way that made mothers keep their 
daughters away from him. But if Vanessa thought this cleared the way for 
Stefan to choose her, that would soon change. For Stefan had fallen in love 
with a girl named Honora, who despite her plain looks, had his same blithe 
and playful spirit. Stefan had eyes for no one else.” 

Vanessa glared harder at Honora, who was ruffling Stefan’s hair, until 
Honora noticed Vanessa through the window. Vanessa quickly pretended to 
be doing dishes. 

“Needless to say, Vanessa saw no such Goodness in Honora, and 
thought of her only as an Evil witch. Vanessa spent most of her days 
plotting how to tear the witch and Stefan apart, before she hatched the 


perfect plan. For what better way was there to get closer to her true love 
than to make friends with the witch?” 

The cottage vanished around them, instantly replaced by the town 
square, where Vanessa and Honora walked hand in hand through the lanes, 
as Stefan traipsed beside them. 

“And Honora, who was just as affable as Stefan, was more than 
receptive to a new best friend. Meanwhile, Vanessa finally had her chance 
at the boy of her dreams... .” 

Vanessa scooted closer to Stefan on the path and smiled up at him... 
He shifted away, ignoring her. 

“Only there was one flaw in Vanessa’s plan: Stefan didn’t like her. And 
there was nothing Vanessa could do to change that,” Professor Sader 
declared. 

The town square melted away and now Vanessa was kneeling in the 
graveyard at night, near the Forest’s edge, praying into the darkness with 
clasped hands. 

“So young Vanessa did the one thing storybooks taught her to do when 
you love someone who is out of reach. She wished into the Woods for a 
magic spell that could help her win her one true love.” 

The scene started to evaporate around the two girls. 

“Yet Vanessa’s isn’t the only love story that matters in this fairy tale... 
," Sader’s voice echoed. 

Phantom colors melted in around them and now they were in the School 
Master’s tower, as the masked sorcerer flew in through his window, 
carrying a young, attractive woman in his arms, with short brown hair, big, 
beautiful eyes, and tanned, gangly limbs. 

“Because while Vanessa prayed for Stefan’s heart, the School Master 
was trying to win Callis’.” 

Agatha choked on her own tongue. “Callis?” She ogled the woman’s 
elegant posture, olive-brown locks, and bright, freckly skin. “But that can’t 
be Callis. It doesn’t look anything like—” 

Something hopped out of the woman’s black dress onto the floor. 

A tiny, bald, wrinkled kitten. 

Reaper. 

Agatha blanched. 


Merlin had told her part of this story—that the School Master sought 
her mother’s love—but the woman in his arms didn’t look anything like her 
mother... 

Or did she? 

For as Agatha looked closer at her wide, lucid eyes and long nose, she 
started to see bits and pieces of her mother, like a sculpture that had been 


deliberately altered. 
Something floated back to her that Merlin had said her first time in the 
Celestium with him . . . something about Callis being quite pretty, before 


Tedros snorted incredulously ... 

Agatha watched the School Master bring the woman deeper into his 
chamber, Reaper pattering beside her. 

It was her mother. 

But then why didn t it look like her? 

She broke out of her trance, for Sader had already moved on. 

“The School Master was curious about a new teacher, Callis of 
Netherwood, who the Storian had chosen for its latest tale shortly after she 
took a position teaching Uglification at school. According to the Storian, 
Callis had long dreamed of finding her one true love, even though she 
taught at the School for Evil. In truth, Callis was having doubts as to 
whether she was Evil at all. So when the School Master took a shine to her 
—a School Master everyone thought was Good at the time—Callis saw her 
way out. A chance to switch sides to Good and find her true love at last.” 

The masked School Master pulled a golden ring from his pocket and 
took one knee before her. Slowly she reached for the ring . . . and stopped 
cold. 

For now, as she looked closer at the ring, she could see the inky, black 
streaks swirling beneath its gold, like a poison waiting to latch on to its 
wearer. 

“Until she realized what the School Master really was.” 

The scene flashed to Callis fleeing through the dark Woods in the rain, a 
bald, wrinkled kitten wrapped in her arms. 

“She held him off for a night, but the next evening after classes, she 
made her escape. She had to warn Merlin that he’d been right about the 
School Master being Evil and using her as a weapon against Good. All 
Callis had ever wanted was real love, and instead she’d found a villain 


trying to use that love to start war. She cursed herself for not accepting 
Merlin’s help when he’d tried to see her at school. There was no time to 
find the wizard now. Once the School Master realized she’d escaped, he’d 
surely find and kill her, since she’d discovered the secret behind his mask. 
Except there was nowhere to hide that he wouldn’t find her. Nowhere that 
he didn’t have power over...” 

Callis suddenly stalled, hearing a chorus of low, urgent whispers 
floating in the wind. 

I wish. 

I wish. 

I wish. 

“Like all witches, Callis could hear the pleas of those truly desperate 
enough to pay a price. Yet this wish wasn’t coming from the Woods, but 
beyond it, where the School Master had no power. Callis wouldn’t ask a 
price for choosing to answer this wish, she told herself—only a chance to 
turn the page and live a life free of Evil. Answering this wish would be her 
very first Good deed. And so a witch who dreamed of her one true love 
followed the wish .. .” 

Callis tracked the whispers to Necro Ridge and an unmarked, open 
grave at the top of the hill. She dug through the bottom of the empty grave, 
Reaper helping her, deeper, deeper, deeper . . . 

“*.. . all the way to a girl in the Reader World, dreaming of her one true 
love.” 

As Callis came out the other side of the grave, she found herself in 
Gavaldon’s graveyard, standing in front of a dark-haired girl kneeling in the 
weeds. Slowly Vanessa looked up at Callis and smiled, knowing her wish 
had been granted at last. 

All at once, Sophie and Agatha were back in the School Master’s tower, 
as the masked sorcerer studied the open storybook on the altar table, the 
Storian frozen above it. 

“During this time, the Storian had been writing Callis’ fairy tale, but 
when she vanished, the pen went still, as if it’d lost the connection to her. 
Suspecting he’d been betrayed, the School Master commanded his stymphs 
to find Callis and bring her back to him alive. But when they didn’t retrieve 
her and there was no sign of her going to Merlin’s side, the School Master 
assumed Callis was dead. His suspicions were confirmed when the Storian 


abandoned her fairy tale and moved on to another. To the School Master, 
Callis’ story was over and forgotten.” 

The scene disappeared and the girls were in pitch-darkness, Sader’s 
small figure levitating over them. 

“But unlike the School Master I had the power of sight, which meant I 
could see what happened after the Storian stopped writing. For 
unbeknownst to the School Master, Callis wasn’t dead and her story wasn t 
over. Not in the least.” 

Sophie and Agatha glanced at each other, shaken. 

“After leaving school, Callis wanted nothing to do with Evil or 
witchcraft ever again. But she hadn’t given up on her dreams of true love. 
Seeing how safe and quaint Gavaldon was, she harbored fantasies of 
starting over and finding a new start as a Reader,” Sader went on. “Yet, she 
still owed Vanessa a wish, since choosing to answer that wish had given her 
safe haven from the School Master. Callis promised herself it would be her 
very last deed of magic before she settled into ordinary life. And so she 
made the love potion that Vanessa had desperately wished for. But Callis 
warned her: it would only last one night, for matters of love were too 
delicate for magic, and use of a love spell for any long-term goals would 
only lead to the unhappiest of endings. Magic always had its price.” 

A new scene melted in and Sophie and Agatha were in a crowded pub, 
as Stefan caroused with his friends. 

“Vanessa paid no heed,” Sader said. 

Stefan put his drink down on a table and a hooded shadow slipped by 
and poured a vial of smoky red liquid into it, just before Stefan picked it 
back up. 

“She tricked Stefan into drinking the spell and he instantly fell in love 
with her. And even though the spell soon wore off, as Callis had warned, 
the potion had a far more enduring effect. For it wasn’t long before Vanessa 
knocked on Stefan’s door and told him she was bearing his child. Which 
meant by Council Law that he had to marry her.” 

The scene changed to Honora and Stefan arguing heatedly on Honora’s 
porch. 

“Furious, Honora broke ties with Stefan. How could he betray her trust? 
And with her best friend, no less? Stefan swore it was black magic. He had 
no love for Vanessa, and when he’d returned to her house to confront her, 


he’d noticed a strange houseguest huddling in her room. It was she who did 
it, he told Honora. The stranger. He could see the guilt in her eyes. That 
witch had cast a spell over him—he was sure of it! How could Vanessa do 
such a heartless thing? Trap him into marriage with a child? An innocent 
child? He feared the spell would backfire somehow. . . . But Honora 
wouldn’t listen. Stefan begged her not to give up on him, but it was no use. 
No matter what he said, Honora didn’t believe his story and wanted nothing 
further to do with him. So Stefan took his story to the Elders instead.” 

Now the girls were outside in the square at night with a mob of 
onlookers, watching Callis tied to a torchlit pyre, as the three bearded 
Elders presided from the stage. 

“The Elders believed him, for Stefan had always been a beloved son. 
Moreover, the Elders had been leading witch hunts for years, searching for 
anyone who might be responsible for the child kidnappings that continued 
to happen every four years. So when Stefan pointed his finger at Callis—a 
strange, unmarried woman they’d never seen in town before—the Elders 
finally found their witch.” 

The executioner reached for the torch over Callis’ pyre. Sophie and 
Agatha could see Stefan at the side of the stage, glaring at Callis as the 
executioner lowered the flame to the wood sticks under the witch. Callis’ 
face flooded with tears of terror and regret; she’d tried to do one last act of 
magic in exchange for the chance at a life of Goodness and love and now 
she’d be slaughtered as an Evil witch instead. As she wept for the mistakes 
of her life, the flames spreading under feet, Stefan watched her, his own 
face beginning to soften. 

“When he saw her in that moment, a human-hearted soul just like him, 
Stefan realized he didn’t have it inside of him to be responsible for 
another’s death,” said Professor Sader. “Though he still believed Callis was 
a witch, he recanted his story and agreed to marry Vanessa in order to save 
Callis’ life. Per the Elders’ conditions for sparing her, Callis had to move to 
the graveyard and stay out of the townspeople’s affairs forever. She could 
never marry a man from town, never have a shop in the square or a house in 
cottage lane . . . but she would keep her life, even if it was a loveless one. 
As would Stefan, who in the process of saving her, had doomed himself to a 
loveless life with Vanessa too.” 


Agatha couldn’t breathe, watching Stefan free Callis off the pyre. “The 
debt,” she whispered. “That was the debt she owed him.” 

Sophie shook her head. “But she looks so different from your mother, 
Aggie.” 

“So does yours,” said Agatha. 

Both girls turned back to the story as the scene melted into a lavish, sun- 
drenched wedding at the town church. Stefan stood at the altar next to a 
pregnant Vanessa. 

He’d never looked more miserable. 

“Stefan married Vanessa, while Honora’s parents soon forced her to 
marry the odious butcher’s boy. Now Vanessa had everything she’d always 
wanted. Her one true love and his child on the way to keep him. The girl he 
once loved married off and out of their lives. A perfect fairy-tale ending. Or 
so she thought. Because Vanessa hadn’t counted on one thing .. .” 

The church dissipated and now the girls were on Graves Hill in the 
middle of the night. Grim-faced, Stefan shoveled dirt to fill the last of two 
small graves. Vanessa watched him, weeping. 

“Stefan’s fear that the spell would backfire came true. Vanessa gave 
birth to two boys. Both born dead.” 

The scene shifted and Sophie and Agatha were back where they began: 
in Sophie’s cottage, lit by a red sunset, with Vanessa glowering through her 
kitchen window. Her eyes were on Stefan in a hooded coat, hustling down 
the lane, before Honora snuck him into her cottage. 

“In the years that followed, Vanessa tried everything she could to have a 
child with Stefan, but her efforts failed again and again. Soon, Honora 
suspected that Stefan was telling the truth all along: Vanessa had tricked 
him into marrying her. With Honora just as unhappy with her husband as 
Stefan with Vanessa, Honora and Stefan began to see each other in secret 
once more.” 

Brightness leeched out of the scene and now the girls were in Agatha’s 
house on Graves Hill, watching Vanessa fuming at Callis. 

“Vanessa visited every doctor in Gavaldon, who all agreed she’d never 
have a child. Enraged, she returned to Callis and demanded a new potion 
that would help her bear Stefan’s baby. Unless she had his child—a child 
that could prove their love was real—Stefan would never believe in their 
marriage. Callis refused, insisting she was done with magic forever and just 


wanted to keep to herself, per the Elders’ orders. But Vanessa threatened 
her: she said she’d go to the Elders and tell her she’d cursed her to never 
have children; that she was cursing other townswomen as well; that she was 
the one responsible for the kidnapped children . . . Callis knew then that 
there was no stopping Vanessa. Her only choice was to help her.” 

The scene skipped ahead and the girls watched as Vanessa drank a 
smoking black tonic from a wooden bowl. 

“Callis warned her that magic could not force the union of souls into a 
child, as love does, just as magic could not force true love itself. Try to 
unite two souls into one child through magic and you would only split those 
souls even more,” said Sader. “But just as before, Vanessa didn’t listen, 
determined to have Stefan’s baby. And soon enough, a healthy child was 
growing inside of her.” 

Night fell darker over the house. Vanessa was in painful labor now, as 
Callis comforted her. 

““The Miracle Child,’ the doctors named it. Vanessa promised Stefan it 
would be a boy as handsome as him. Seeing Vanessa carrying his child 
again and how much it meant to her, Stefan tried to give his wife another 
chance. In his heart, he knew sneaking off to Honora’s was wrong, for 
they’d both taken wedding vows to other people. Besides, it didn’t matter 
what Vanessa did in the past; they were about to be a family. She was his 
wife now and forever and that meant if Vanessa had his baby, he would love 
it and its mother as much as he possibly could. Stefan even let himself name 
the child before it was born: ‘Filip’ after his own father,” said Sader. “And 
in time, the night came where Vanessa finally had Stefan’s child, thanks to 
the secret power of Callis’ magic. Only it wasn’t a boy at all. It was a fair, 
luminous girl that looked just like Stefan.” 

Weak and sweating, Vanessa stroked the blond, beautiful girl in her 
arms, before she suddenly felt strong pains again— 

“But just as the witch predicted, the souls of Stefan and Vanessa never 
fused, for there was no love between them. Each soul produced its own 
child, which meant Vanessa delivered not one baby, but two. This second 
girl, then, looked nothing like Stefan. Instead, she looked just like her 
mother.” 

Vanessa gasped as Callis held out the baby: raven-haired, with bulging 
big eyes and a hideous face. Vanessa recoiled in disgust, shoving it back at 


the witch. 

“She ordered Callis to dump the baby in the Woods and leave it there to 
die. She could never take such an ugly child home to Stefan, she scoffed, 
before bundling up her beautiful, blond daughter and hurrying off, sure that 
everything between her and her husband was about to change,” said Sader. 
“But Callis, who only saw beauty in the girl Vanessa threw away, kept the 
child for herself. She named her Agatha, which meant ‘Soul of Good.’ 
Finally, after so many years of loneliness, Callis of Netherwood had found 
her one true love.” 

Callis glanced into a mirror as she studied the child’s big, insect-like 
eyes. Slowly, Callis magically made her own eyes bigger. 

“To ensure no one asked questions as to whether she was the child’s 
mother, Callis gradually transformed herself over the years, using her 
Uglification skills to look more and more like Agatha. Soon the villagers 
began to notice Callis’ child lurking on the hills, a practical duplicate of her. 
The Elders asked Callis questions, of course, but she gave no answers, and 
in time, the town simply shunned the young girl just as they shunned her 
mother.” 

Morning streamed through the house’s rickety windows, as black- 
haired, sallow-skinned, scraggly Callis read storybooks to her black-haired, 
sallow-skinned, scraggly daughter. 

“When new fairy tales appeared in Gavaldon year after year, with Good 
still winning every story, Callis began to question whether she had it all 
wrong. Perhaps the School Master hadn’t been Evil at all. She even 
wondered: had she made a mistake by not taking his ring? As the years 
went by, she began to wish that her daughter would be taken to the School 
for Good and Evil so that Agatha could have a future filled with magic, 
adventure, and love, instead of being trapped in a lonely, ordinary life 
because of her mother.” 

The scene flashed to Stefan in his cottage, sitting at the dining table 
with Vanessa and young Sophie. He was eying his three-year-old daughter 
warily, no tenderness in his face. 

“Meanwhile, as young Sophie grew, Stefan had an instinctive stiffness 
towards her. He tried so hard to love her: taking her to Battersby’s for 
cookies, reading her storybooks at bedtime, smiling when passerbys said his 


young Sophie looked just like him. . . . But deep down, all Stefan could see 
in his daughter was Vanessa’s soul.” 

Now Stefan was carrying lumber to the mill. He paused on the path, 
noticing five-year-old Agatha playing alone in the weeds on a nearby hill. 
She looked up at Stefan and smiled toothily. Stefan smiled back. 

“And yet, when he’d see the strange urchin girl that skulked around 
Graves Hill, he’d feel such affection towards her, even as the other mill 
workers noticed her striking resemblance to Vanessa,” said Professor Sader. 
“With two girls born to her, one ugly, one beautiful, Vanessa had kept the 
one she thought Stefan would love. The one who would bring her closer to 
him. But it was the one she threw away who imprinted herself on Stefan’s 
heart.” 

Stefan’s scene disappeared and the girls were alone with Vanessa in her 
bathroom, filled with hundreds of beauty potions, creams, and elixirs, as she 
thickened her lips with a special paste, made her eyes green with herbal 
drops, and dyed her hair golden-blond with a homemade brew. Seven-year- 
old Sophie mimicked her mother, rubbing honeycream from a bottle into 
her own cheeks. 

“Vanessa couldn’t understand why Stefan still seemed cold to her, even 
after Sophie’s birth. Was Sophie not pretty enough? she thought. Am I not 
good enough either? Panicked, Vanessa obsessively tried to make herself 
more beautiful. Her daughter too. But no matter what she did, Stefan 
seemed to shirk from the both of them.” 

Sharply, the scene pivoted to Vanessa standing with young, ten-year-old 
Sophie at the kitchen window, each of them blond and gorgeous, watching 
Stefan playing with two young boys in Honora’s front yard. Vanessa no 
longer looked angry anymore. She looked defeated and heartbroken. 

“Eventually, Vanessa died alone, while her true love abandoned her for 
a girl she once thought an ugly witch. She lived to see Honora have two 
children of her own. Two boys Vanessa knew were Stefan’s until the day she 
died, even if Honora pretended otherwise. She knew it from the way Stefan 
loved them. From the way Stefan held the boys at Honora’s husband’s 
funeral after he was killed in a mill accident. And from the way Stefan 
stared so distantly at Sophie, the daughter he had at home.” 

As Stefan played with Honora’s children, he looked up and saw Agatha, 
hunched and gangly, stalking up Graves Hill. He smiled fondly. 


“Yet Stefan never forgot about the girl in the graveyard, who he looked 
for whenever he passed by . . . because deep inside, she felt more like his 
child than any of them.” 

The story washed away like a painting in the rain, and Sophie and 
Agatha were in vast, silent blackness, listening to the sound of their 
matching breaths. 

“Two sisters,” said Sader’s voice. “But sisters in name only, for there 
was no love in their making. Two souls, forever irreconcilable, since each 
soul was a mirror of the other: one Good, one Evil. Indeed, if fate ever 
brought these girls together, they’d be mortal enemies, even as their hearts 
yearned to find a bond. There would be no path to happiness, just as there 
had been no path to happiness for their parents. They were old souls made 
new, doomed to hurt and betray one another again and again, like Stefan 
and Vanessa, until they too were torn apart forever. And for anyone to think 
these two girls could defy that ending and find an Ever After together . . . 
well, that would be a fairy tale, wouldn’t it?” 

Slowly the Brig filled in around them and the two girls were in the 
frozen dungeon, their bodies slack, their faces ash white. Professor Sader 
floated in front of Vanessa’s tomb, gazing back at them. 

“But / had hope, even if I couldn’t see what your ending was. Look at 
how far you’ve come already, against all odds. That’s why I moved your 
mother here, so you could see the truth about your story. That’s why I 
sacrificed my life for the both of you. Because by breaking all the rules of 
our world, you have the chance to save it when we need it most. To find a 
bridge between Good and Evil. To put love first, whether it’s a Boy’s or 
Girl’s. To shatter the chain between your parents’ Old story and your New 
one. No one knows if you will succeed, children. Even me. But the Storian 
chose you for a reason and it’s time to face it. No more running. No more 
hiding. The only way out is through your fairy tale.” 

His hazel eyes sparkled with tears. “Now go and open the door.” 

Professor Sader smiled at the two girls one last time. Then his phantom 
dissipated to darkness, like the last tears of a sun. 


res 34 a 


The War of All Things 


Neither girl could look at the other. They just stared at Vanessa, dead and 
beautiful in her frozen grave. 

“We're sisters,” said Sophie, a strange flatness in her voice. 

“But not,” said Agatha softly. “Family but not family. Blood but not 
blood. Together but apart.” She could feel a wave of emotions trapped 
behind her heart, too big and powerful to let in. “That’s why I saw Sader in 
my dreams like he was my father,’ she rasped. “Because he always 
reminded me of your father. Somewhere, I knew I was Stefan’s daughter all 
along.” 





Both of them were quiet, watching each other’s blurred reflection in the 
iced tomb. 

“Sophie?” Agatha finally looked at her. “We have to go. We have to go 
right now.” 

Sophie didn’t meet her eyes. Her muscles were tense, her entire body on 
edge. 

“Did you hear me?” Agatha pressed. “We have to g—” 

“It doesn’t change anything, Agatha,” said Sophie coldly, still staring at 
her mother. 

“What? Sophie, it changes everything—” 

“No,” she retorted. “It proves I was Evil from the start. That my mother 
was never Good and cursed me to relive her miserable little life, rotting 
away alone while you get a happy ending with Tedros the same way my 
father gets a happy ending with Honora. Good gets Good; Evil gets nothing. 
Except I have the chance to change my ending. Now, more than ever, Rafal 
is my only hope to not end up alone. To not end up like her.” 

She shoved past Agatha and started jostling random tombs. “Bloody 
hell! There has to be another door somewhere.” 

Agatha watched her, stunned. “Sophie, don’t you get it? Choosing Rafal 
only makes you more like her. Your mother did Evil in order to force love 
and look what happened! Choosing Rafal will only leave you more alone in 
the end—” 

“Aggie, you’re acting like I care about your opinion,” Sophie spat, 
pounding on graves. “You heard what Sader said. There is no love between 
us. There is no bond. You’re Good. I’m Evil. And now we’ll see who makes 
it to The End first. Either Tedros gets you to Camelot or Rafal and I seal our 
Never After. Only one of us wins our fairy tale.” 

“Sader also said he believed in us,” Agatha said, accosting her. “He died 
for us—” 

“Just like my mother died knowing she’d never found love,” Sophie 
said, elbowing her away. “Evil souls don’t find love. First lesson at the 
School for Evil. Evil souls are meant to end up with no one.” 

“T won’t let that happen to you,” Agatha fought back. 

“Really? Because you, Tedros, and I will be a happy threesome? 
Because [Il be your Evil little pet?” Sophie hissed, punching tombs. “Don’t 
you get it? My soul is broken! I’m messed up, sick in the head, rotten to the 


core! Pm damaged. I'll never find the kind of love you did because PII 
never be happy inside. All these years, I wanted to be like the mother I 
thought I had—an angel of Good and light— and instead, I see I was always 
like her. Unlovable down to the pit ofa bad, bad soul.” 

“You aren’t her,” Agatha said, tailing behind. “Deep down, you’re 
nothing like her—” 

“Are you deaf? Did you hear her story?” said Sophie, hitting tombs 
faster now. “I made friends with you so I could get a prince, just like my 
mother made friends with Honora to get my father. I tried every trick my 
mother did to find love—love spells, beauty potions, wishing on stars— 
only to end up hated and alone, while my best friend gets everything. And 
just like my mother, I’m going to end up dead in a frozen dungeon, with all 
these other cowards, who were too weak to accept they were Evil.” 

She whirled to Agatha, splotched with rage. “So you better believe, if I 
get out of here, T’ll do anything it takes to keep my true love, no matter how 
Evil. Anything.” 

A high-pitched ping! rang through the Brig. 

All the steel placards on the tombs lit up with blinking, bright blue 
arrows that pointed towards a glowing tomb, before its coffin door 
magically popped open. 

Lady Lesso’s recorded voice blared from all sides: “The student exit has 
been opened. Kindly exit the dungeon with the rest of your class and return 
to school. The student exit has been opened. Kindly exit the dungeon with 
the rest of your class and return to school.” 

Agatha gaped at the lit-up coffin. 

“Now go and open the door.” 

Sader’s last words. He must have put a charm on it to unlock once 
they’d gotten close enough— 

Her thoughts broke off because Sophie was already sprinting towards 
the glowing grave. 

“Sophie, wait!” Agatha said, racing after her. She couldn’t let her get to 
Rafal— 

But Sophie was already thrusting herself into the empty coffin and 
shoving through a false snow wall at the back of the grave. Agatha tried to 
grab Sophie from behind, but Sophie flung her away and Agatha reeled off- 


balance. She recovered and lunged after Sophie through the wall, propelling 
into the freezing block of white. 

As she came out the other side, Agatha shook the snowflakes out of her 
eyes and hair to see she was in a dark, leaky tunnel, sloping steeply uphill. 
Sophie was way ahead, almost to the door at the end. Agatha hurtled after 
her, hearing the echoes of Sophie’s stuttered breaths and rustling leather 
catsuit as she wrestled the handle. When it wouldn’t budge, Sophie threw 
her shoulder against ıt as hard as she could, before Agatha tackled her 
against the door, slamming it open with a tumultuous groan as both girls 
tumbled through— 

Agatha’s head cracked hard against a stone floor. By the time she 
wobbled to her knees, eyes blearing open, Sophie was gone. Agatha lurched 
up to the big, empty room lit by a weak green torch. A room she’d been in 
before. 

The Exhibition of Evil. 

She hustled towards the museum’s exit, not wanting to let Sophie get 
too far ahead— 

A sharp hiss slashed through the silence. Agatha froze on her heels. 

Slowly she turned and spotted a small, dark shadow huddling on the 
floor beneath Sader’s last painting of Gavaldon. 

“Reaper?” 

The bald, mashed-up creature hissed at her again before it glared up at 
Sader’s painting with copper-yellow eyes. 

Agatha rushed towards him and scooped him into her arms — 

He bit her wrist and she dropped him with a yelp. Reaper turned back to 
Sader’s painting, his slit-like pupils locked on the scene. 

All Agatha’s questions of how her cat had gotten into the school, where 
he’d been the past few weeks, or why he was in Evil’s museum fell away. 
Because right now, Reaper wanted her to look at the painting on the wall. 
As she leaned in towards the canvas, Agatha saw why. 

The scene was different than it was before. 

It was darker, with only a needlepoint of light left in the top corner. And 
where the shadows of villains once closed in on Gavaldon as the villagers 
burned storybooks in fear, now there were actual villains coming through 
the trees as they battled the young and old heroes back. The only thing 


separating the villains from Gavaldon was a thin, hole-riddled shield, about 
to break. 

Agatha bolted straight. Once a vision of the future, Sader’s painting was 
now magically tracking the present. She was watching the war between 
Good and Evil as it unfolded . . . and Good was losing. 

Urgently, her eyes scoured the scene for Tedros, but Sader had always 
painted with hazy, impressionistic brushstrokes, no detail to the faces at all. 

I have to get to Sophie, she panicked. 

But how? Sophie had too much of a head start— 

Reaper meowed again, still fixed on the painting, as if whatever answers 
she was looking for were inside its frame. 

What hadn’t she seen? 

She put her nose closer to the canvas, her fingers running across the oily 
surface... until they stopped. 

The empty anvil from which she’d drawn Excalibur was tucked beneath 
the canopy of Mr. Deauville’s book shop, far away from the action of the 
war. 

Reaper growled, urging her on. 

Of course, Agatha thought. 

The School Master had enchanted the sword to hide it in Sader’s 
painting... 

Which meant he had to enchant the anvil too. 

And if he enchanted the anvil . . . then maybe... 

Heart rattling, Agatha slowly slid her right hand through the tight, wet 
surface of the painting until she watched her fingers appear in the painting 


She felt the cold, hard metal of the real anvil under her palm. 

Her hand wasn’t just inside the painting. Her hand was in Gavaldon. 

A portal. 

Reaper curled around her leg, ensuring he’d be along for the ride. 
Agatha smiled down sadly. 

“Thanks for helping me, Reap,” she whispered, prying him off. “Ill be 
back for you when it’s safe. I promise.” 

As her cat whimpered, Agatha grabbed the anvil tighter and pulled 
herself headfirst into the painting. Her whole body was swallowed into hot, 
wet darkness, before her face poked through another tight, wet barrier and 


into cold night air. Still levitating horizontally, Agatha grabbed hold of the 
anvil with her second hand and yanked the rest of herself through the portal 
wall, the heel of her last clump popping out before she collapsed onto sooty 
cobblestones. 

When Agatha raised her head, the first thing she saw was hordes of 
screaming villagers fleeing for cover. Trapped in the stampede, Agatha 
rolled like a log under Mr. Deauville’s awning, just missing being trampled, 
before she ducked behind the anvil. Peeking over it, she could see people of 
Gavaldon cramming into the church, shuttering themselves in shops, and 
chaining themselves in cottages. Once upon a time, she’d witnessed the 
same scenes as parents tried to protect their children from the School 
Master. Now, it wasn’t just the children they were hiding from him. 

Agatha rose from behind the anvil, gazing out at the Woods, a half mile 
away. 

It was exactly as she’d seen in Sader’s painting. Flames streaked 
through the distant trees, illuminating legions of zombie villains as they 
battled old heroes and students out of the Woods, backing them towards an 
invisible barrier that separated the forest from Gavaldon. From inside the 
town, Agatha couldn’t see the enchanted shield the way she’d seen it inside 
the Woods. She only knew it was there because an ogre slammed a stymph 
out of nearby trees, sending it whizzing into the shield and ricocheting to 
the ground, toppling the young rider on its spine. 

Agatha squinted harder, trying to make out faces through the trees, but 
like Sader’s painting, all she saw was a blur of bodies and fire. Scared, 
Agatha searched for the sun, but couldn’t find it through the clouds of 
smoke. 

How much time was left? Twenty minutes? Fifteen? Less? 

All at once, it overwhelmed her. She’d never find Sophie in time. She’d 
never make her destroy that ring. She’d die here, useless and cowering, 
beneath a storybook shop. Panic ripped through her blood— 

Don t give up. 

Cinderella’s voice echoed inside of her like a heartbeat. 

For the both of us. 

Air slowly came back into Agatha’s lungs. Her mentor was right. Either 
she helped her Good friends win this war... 

Or she would die with them. 


But first she had to get past that shield. 

Steeling with determination, she sprinted towards the Woods. As she 
tore through town, she passed a father sending his wife and son up a ladder 
to hide in a chimney . . . a mother and daughter sealing themselves in a 
barrel . . . and one of the Elders, herding children into the schoolhouse, with 
Radley amongst them, balancing a fishbowl as he scooted inside. Agatha 
scanned the scattering villagers for Stefan or Honora, but there was no sign 
of either of them. 

Hurtling past the mills and lake into grassy fields, Agatha started to hear 
the sickening roar of the war: clashing metal, crushing stymph bones, and 
girls’ and boys’ screams. Soon, she could make out a few faces, lit by the 
burning forest—Beatrix atop her stymph, still shooting arrows; Ravan 
fighting a troll, fist-to-fist; Kiko being chased by a zombie witch—but most 
of the war was still camouflaged by trees and the blue-black sky. As she got 
closer to the trees, Agatha began to glimpse small holes in the air: hundreds 
of them, each no bigger than a grapefruit. No one had ever seen the shield 
from inside Gavaldon, magically diverted before they could reach it, but 
Agatha could see the gaps in the barrier now, which meant she could figure 
out exactly where the shield was. Racing towards these holes, she noticed 
that the colors outside the holes were brighter and more vibrant than the 
colors inside them, and for a moment, she marveled at how thin the line 
between stories and ordinary life really was. 

Skidding up to the shield, she reached out her fingers and felt the 
bubbly, invisible surface between the holes. Before the war, each fairy tale 
that Evil had rewritten in its favor had punctured holes in the shield over the 
Reader World, just as it had punctured holes in Readers’ faith in Good. But 
with Good’s greatest heroes still alive, none of these holes were big enough 
to let the shield fall yet, nor let Evil pass into their protected realm. Which 
left only one question... 

How am I supposed to get through? Agatha thought, panicking. 

Through the shield, she could see snatches of heroes past the trees, 
trying to hold the line against the Dark Army. If the villains pushed them 
back any farther, they’d have them cornered against the shield— 

Suddenly, Agatha glimpsed a flash of golden hair and broad shoulders. 

Tedros ? 

He was already gone. 


There was no time to think about her prince. If she wanted to help him, 
she had to get through the shield and find Sophie. 

Agatha refocused and reached a hand through a hole, probing its edges. 
Breaking barriers was a personal talent. She’d gotten through the one on 
Halfway Bay every time she’d tried; surely she could get through this one 
too. But there was no gatekeeper to fool, nor any way to get through holes 
this small or— 

Something nipped her finger. 

Agatha recoiled in surprise and saw one of Anadil’s black rats planted 
on the Woods’ side of the shield, tiny claws clasping the edges of the hole 
for support. “Rat #3,” Agatha remembered, the only one still perky enough 
to get this far, for the other two had yet to recover from retrieving Dovey’s 
wand and zip-lining chocolate fog. Now, Rat #3 tittered sternly at Agatha 
through the hole, ordering her to pay attention, before it started crawling 
through the hole into Gavaldon .... 

The instant its nose crossed the plane between the Woods and the 
Reader World, the rat was assaulted by a fiery shock that sent it flying to the 
ground. 

Through the shield, Agatha watched Rat #3 jerking in the dirt, still alive 
despite the magical shockwave. 

So the shield won t let it through, she thought. She slipped her own hand 
through the hole again easily. But then why does it let me? 

Agatha shook off the thought. What does it matter? The holes still too 
small for me to fit int— 

Something bit her again. 

Agatha looked at Anadil’s rat, who’d crawled up the shield again 
despite its obvious pain, and was still glowering at her. Agatha glowered 
right back. What did the little pest want— 

She gasped. 

Little. 

Its showing me how to get through. 

Mogrify. 

It wants me to mogrify. 

And there was only one animal Agatha knew how to be. 

Instantly she closed her eyes and visualized the spell, feeling her 
fingertip glow hot gold. In a flash, she shrunk to the ground, her clothes 


flopping on top of her, before she crawled out from under them, a skinny 
black cockroach. Antennae quivering, Agatha the Roach skittered up the 
side of the shield, leaving her clothes behind, and scooted through one of 
the holes, before she followed the rat down the side of the shield and into 
the Woods. 

The second Agatha pattered through the first trees, a green fireball 
scudded past her, nearly incinerating her and the rat. Petrified, she chased 
after Anadil’s pet, zipping through the war in full flight; but as a cockroach, 
she was so small that all she could see were crashing feet and falling bodies 
and the glow of flaming arrows and magical spells shooting back and forth 
above her. She needed to look for Sophie, but with all the fighting around 
her, she’d never find her as a bug— 

An arrow sheared over her tiny carapace. Spooked, Agatha accelerated 
behind the rat, leading her intently towards a pine bush. Agatha motored 
through the bush behind him, pine needles pricking her thorax, and came 
out the other side. She stopped cold. 

Handsome, dark-skinned Nicholas was facedown in mulch, a giant gash 
through the back of his head. As the roar of war echoed beyond the bush, 
Agatha gazed at the young Everboy, her insides crumbling. Valiant, sweet 
Nicholas . . . dead? Because of her fairy tale? Sadness and guilt rushed 
through her, big bug eyes filling with tears— 

Anadil’s rat hissed. 

Agatha turned to see it glaring at her and pinching at Nicholas’ uniform. 

It wants me to take his clothes. 

There was no part of Agatha that could do what she was about to do, 
and yet she had no choice. 

Don t think. Don t think. Don t think. 

Sick to her gut, she reverted back to human form and forced herself to 
change into Nicholas’ uniform, while she crouched behind the pine bush. 
As she shoved on his big boots and pulled on his cloak, the rat nudged over 
Nicholas’ bow and quiver of arrows, which lay by his side. Agatha leaned 
in and touched her shaking hand to Nicholas’ black hair. 

Find Sophie, she gritted. 

Find her now. 

From the rat, she took his weapon into hand and rose from the bush, 
suited in all black, her eyes darkening and jaw clamped. With a deep breath, 


Agatha plunged into war. 

The air was so dark and foggy, filled with the smoke of flying arrows 
and burning zombie corpses, that at first she could only see shadows. 
Taking cover behind a tree, she squinted and made out Hort and Peter Pan 
twenty feet away, both trying to fend off Captain Hook with sticks, rocks, 
and whatever else they could find on the ground. Meanwhile, Tinkerbell 
frantically showered fairy dust over Hook, trying to fly him away, but the 
Captain spun and sliced into her wing with his blade, sending Tink 
plummeting to the ground. As Tinkerbell crawled through the grass, looking 
for a place to hide, Hook stabbed harder at Peter and Hort. Hort tripped 
backwards over Peter’s feet trying to defend him and Hook bashed him 
aside, bolting towards Pan— 

Behind a tree, Agatha knew she only had one shot to save him. With her 
fingerglow, she lit her arrow tip on fire and aimed it right at Hook’s heart. 
As he launched towards Peter Pan, hook ripping towards his neck, Agatha 
let the arrow fly— 

It missed Hook’s heart but speared his cheek instead, lighting his face 
on fire. 

As Hook staggered back in surprise, trying in vain to put out the flames, 
Hort and Peter didn’t even look to see who’d saved their lives. Both ran for 
cover, as Agatha watched Hook succumb to the fire and collapse into the 
dirt. 

One down. Even if it was by accident. 

Agatha stepped out from behind the tree, another arrow drawn. She 
searched the trees for Sophie, but all she could find were more students and 
mentors trying to fight off zombie villains, who seemed to be exclusively 
targeting the famous heroes now: Gretel and Hester against the witch, Red 
Riding Hood and Dot against the wolf, Jack and Anadil against the 
giant... . With every second, the Good heroes were losing more ground 
against their villains, steadily being pushed out of the trees towards 
Gavaldon’s shield. The battlefield around them was littered with fractured 
stymphs, dead villains, and moaning students, nursing wounds and broken 
limbs. 

Suddenly, in the far distance, Agatha glimpsed Aric rushing at Professor 
Dovey with a jagged knife. The old Dean tried to shoot him with a spell, but 
the young Dean was coming too fast. He tackled her to the ground, 


knocking her out cold. Gripping Dovey by her silver hair, he kneeled over 
her senseless body— 

Agatha bleached white. If she tried to shoot Aric from here, she’d have 
to be dead on-target or she’d hit Dovey instead. She’d barely even managed 
to hit Hook and he’d been twenty feet away. Instinctively she started 
dashing towards Aric, fumbling for an arrow, trying to get close enough to 
get a better shot. But it was too late. Aric raised his knife over Professor 
Dovey’s throat, about to finish her. Agatha screamed— 

From behind, Lady Lesso charged in and dove on top of Aric, knocking 
him off wounded Clarissa. Agatha choked with relief, but now Aric was on 
top of his mother, the two of them flailing for the dagger in the dirt. Agatha 
ran faster, trying to get within shooting range— 

As Lady Lesso clasped the dagger, Aric punched her in the back of the 
neck and surged over her. His mother collapsed onto her stomach, but 
lurched forward, grappling Aric by the ears. Both flushed red, mother and 
son fighting for the knife, the gleam of metal swerving from one to the 
other, until Aric kicked it away. Agatha aimed her arrow from afar, trying to 
get a clear shot at Aric’s head, but he and Lesso were both crawling madly 
towards the dagger now, jabbing and elbowing past each other. Lady Lesso 
swiped the blade first, but Aric leapt on top of her. His mother flipped over, 
clutching her son by the throat, their faces touching, the knife trapped 
between them— 

Aric’s eyes shot wide as he let out a stunned cry. 

Standing over him, Professor Dovey stabbed a broken stymph bone 
deeper into his back. 

Aric’s big muscles went limp and he collapsed on top of his mother, 
blood seeping out of his mouth. 

Lesso shoved her son off her, wheezing for breath. Flat on her back, the 
Evil Dean clutched Professor Dovey’s wrist and smiled weakly at her best 
friend. 

Agatha dropped her arrow and throttled towards Lesso and Dovey, 
thankful they were both safe— 

Something crashed into Agatha and yanked her behind a tree. 

“Where is she!” Hester barked over the chaos. “Where’s Sophie!” 

Agatha shook her head. “I don’t know!” 

Hester seized Agatha’s shoulders. “Look.” 


Agatha followed her eyes through the trees to a fleck of light, half- 
buried into the horizon. 

“Ten minutes. That’s all we have. You have to find Sophie—” Hester 
commanded. 

“Where’s Tedros?” Agatha breathed. 

“Merlin’s trying to keep kids alive as long as he can,” Hester said, 
pointing at the wizard, darting from wounded student to wounded student, 
treating their injuries with dust from his hat. 

“Where s Tedros?” Agatha pressed. 

They heard a high-pitched scream and whirled to see Pinocchio chased 
by twenty ogres and trolls across the Woods. Just as the villains snagged 
him, a horde of animals burst from the forest and slammed into the 
zombies, dislodging Pinocchio from their grip. Princess Uma swung down 
from a tree and pulled the old hero up to safety in its branches, alongside 
Yuba and the White Rabbit, while Uma’s animal army fought the zombies 
below. 

Another yell rang out and Agatha twirled to see Lancelot battling Rafal 
near the first line of trees. The knight’s shoulder was drenched with blood, 
but he was deftly deflecting the young sorcerer’s spells, despite his snarls of 
pain. 

Agatha paled. 

Tedros wasn’t with him. 

“Agatha, listen to me,” Hester hissed. “Hook’s dead. Ani killed Briar 
Rose’s fairy and I killed my zombie-mother, pretending like I was happy to 
see her. All that’s left is Jack’s giant, Riding Hood’s wolf, and Cinderella’s 
stepmother. We’ll do everything we can to keep that shield from falling. But 
you have to find Sophie—” 

“WHERE'S TEDROS!” Agatha demanded. 

“HE’S FINE. PRINCE LOSER IS FINE,” Hester lashed. “Lance is 
keeping him away from the School Master, all right?” She pointed across 
the forest at Tedros, brandishing Excalibur and barreling at ogres the way 
he once barreled at Lancelot on the moors, while Chaddick flew over the 
prince on a stymph, taking out wounded ogres with fiery arrows. “But you 
don’t have time to help him or check on him or get anywhere near him, so 
don’t even try it,” Hester berated. “We need you to find Sophie now. Ten 
minutes, Agatha.” 


Agatha met her eyes. “Ten minutes.” 

“Hurry, ” Hester begged before running to help Dot and Riding Hood. 

On a breath, Agatha tore in the opposite direction, eyes peeled for 
Sophie, as she leapt over fallen students and zombies. A boom echoed 
behind her and she spun to see Jack’s giant fall to the ground, leveled by 
Kiko, Beatrix, and Reena who’d firebombed him from the height of the 
trees, while Anadil, Jack, and Briar Rose distracted him from below. Behind 
them, the wolf was advancing on Red Riding Hood, with Dot seemingly 
hurt on the ground. But just as the wolf’s jaws closed over Red Riding 
Hood’s head, Dot thrust out her glowing fingertip and turned the wolf’s 
jaws to chocolate. His chocolate teeth sunk into Red Riding Hood, 
crumbling down to the gums. When he recoiled in shock, Hester had a fire- 
tipped arrow waiting for him. 

Agatha heaved relief, scanning for Sophie. The old heroes were safe for 
now. The shield wouldn’t fall— 

Her eyes bulged. 

Cinderella was frozen near the shield, seeing her undead stepsisters for 
the first time. Agatha watched Ella’s face melt to happiness, taking in the 
beloved sisters she’d once loved more than anyone else. It didn’t matter that 
they were spear-wielding zombies or that they were on Evil’s side. Like a 
moth to fire, Ella drifted towards them, hands up in peace. The closer she 
drew, the more her stepsisters’ gnarled faces softened in turn, their grip on 
their spears weakening, as if they too felt the stirrings of old love for their 
sister, erasing all new orders to hurt her. Cinderella slowly held out her arms 
towards them, a beautiful glow spreading across her face... 

She didn’t hear her stepmother behind her with the axe. 

“No!” Agatha cried, sprinting forwards— 

Cinderella turned too late. 

The axe slashed down. 

As the old princess fell, Agatha’s vision fogged with tears, her heartbeat 
dragging to a crawl. 

In the fiery hell pit of the forest, a war stopped. 

Even Lancelot and Rafal held their blows, watching Cinderella hit the 
ground only a few feet from Gavaldon’s shield. 

Merlin turned from nursing injured Ravan. The wizard’s body went 
stiff, his eyes flying to Agatha. 


Shell-shocked, both she and the wizard wheeled towards the shield over 
Gavaldon. 

A young boy stood inside the protective bubble, watching them. 

He was no more than seven or eight years old and held a storybook 
open in his hands. 

Agatha recognized him immediately. 

Jacob. 

Honora’s youngest son. 

He watched Cinderella dying on the other side of the thin shield, her 
slumped position matching the changing painting on the last page of the 
fairy tale in his hands. 

The rewritten book slipped out of his fingers and fell to the grass. 

Behind him, Agatha glimpsed a mob of shadows, led by a tall, broad 
man, racing towards the young boy from Gavaldon’s square. She could hear 
Stefan calling out Jacob’s name, telling him to get away... 

But it didn’t matter now. 

The holes in the shield over Gavaldon were magically expanding and 
bleeding into each other, growing bigger, bigger, bigger— 

All at once the shield exploded with an ear-splitting crack, detonating in 
a blinding flash of white light that jolted the Forest like an earthquake. 
Heroes young and old spilled to the ground, as stymphs careened headfirst 
into trees, exploding on impact. Agatha spun from the sizzling glare, her 
body thrown to the dirt as she covered her eyes. 

Then the light seemed to fade. 

Little by little, she peeked up through her fingers and saw twinkles of 
white raining over the Reader World like stars. 

The shield between the Woods and Gavaldon was gone. 

In the Woods, the heroes were slow to get up... . but the zombies were 
already unfurling to their feet... . Agatha couldn't see Tedros anywhere— 
or Merlin or Lancelot, for that matter— 

She swiveled back to where the shield had been. Jacob had been 
subsumed into the throng of villagers who’d swarmed in to save him. 
Honora gripped him hard against her waist, his elder brother, Adam, under 
her other arm, as she herded them into the safety of the crowd. 

Staring at the firelit battlefield, the oldest Elder quivered at the fore of 
the mob, too frightened to discern who was friend and who was foe. He 


held out his hands in surrender, backing against his people. 

“Every four years you ripped our families apart. You took our children! 
Isn’t that enough?” the Elder pleaded. “We’ll do anything you want. Please 
don’t kill us—” 

“T have no intention to kill you,” said a cool, hard voice. 

Agatha’s spine tingled. 

Slowly she turned, along with the villagers, to see Rafal, standing alone 
inside the boundary of the Reader World. 

“Well... except for him,” he grinned. 

The young School Master stepped aside, revealing Stefan kneeling in 
the grass, gagged with a stick. 

Sophie stood over her father, cold-eyed and still. 

“In fact, it’s not me doing the killing at all. My true love will be the one 
to end this story.” Rafal kissed Sophie’s hand gently, his ring on her finger 
gleaming against his lips. “Sacrificing her own father’s blood for love.” 

Agatha broke out in a sweat. 

“The most dangerous person in a fairy tale is the one willing to do 
anything for love.” 

It was never the Readers that Rafal was after in Gavaldon. It was only 
one Reader. A Reader whose murder could undo the School Master’s 
slaying of his own brother. 

Merlin’s words rushed back to her . . . the ones he’d spoken in the 
Celestium the night before the war . . . the ones that didn’t make any sense 


What if we have the whole story wrong, Agatha? 

The day Rafal had killed his own blood, he’d proven that Evil couldn’t 
love and doomed his side to eternal defeat. 

But now he had a queen who would kill her own blood to prove Evil 
could love. 

An original sin erased. 

The curse on Evil reversed. 

An immortal School Master with no one to stop him until every last 
Ever was dead. Until Good was only a memory. 

Just as he’d promised. 

Horror-struck, Agatha looked up at Sophie standing with Rafal, his 
spiked white hair like icicles against the night sky. As Sophie gazed at her 


beautiful true love, there was nothing in her eyes but a deep green void. 

Beneath her, Stefan didn’t struggle. He knew he was beaten. 

Agatha felt her fingertip heat up, knowing Tedros must be nearby. 
Lancelot and Merlin too. Surely they could help her get to Stefan in time. 
Somehow they’d get Sophie away from the School Master. The wizard 
always had a plan— 

But now she saw Rafal smirking at her, his eyes on her glowing 
fingertip, as if she was two steps behind. 

Dread rising, Agatha turned to see Rafal’s zombies restraining Merlin’s 
army, young and old, weapons to each of their necks. Zombie trolls and 
ogres broke heroes’ bows and crushed the last stymphs with their fists, 
splintering their bones. Trapped at spear- and swordpoint, the young and old 
heroes surrendered to their knees like Stefan. First, Hort and Peter together 
... then Jack and Briar Rose... Uma, Yuba, and Pinocchio . . . even Hester 
knew her demon was no match for a knife-wielding zombie witch and 
dropped to the dirt next to Anadil and Dot. 

Petrified, Agatha searched for Tedros, but she couldn’t see him 
anywhere as she scanned the grove down to the last two trolls tying 
prisoners to a tree— 

Her heart stopped. 

The prisoners were Merlin and Lancelot. 

The knight had a gash in his cheek, a scorched thigh, and his shoulder 
looked worse than before as he drifted in and out of consciousness, trying to 
keep his head up. Merlin had been stripped of hat and cloak, and one of the 
ogres had hacked off his beard. Slumped in the dirt, in a filthy undershirt, 
the wizard stared at the sun through the trees, minutes from snuffing out. 
She could see the despair in his sad blue eyes, reflecting the last trickle of 
light. Together, they’d failed to destroy Sophie’s ring . . . failed to hold the 
shield . . . failed to stop the School Master from his ending. Instead, they’d 
given him just enough time to seal Good’s destruction forever. 

Agatha waited for Merlin to look at her . . . to tell her what to do from 
here... to give Good a way out... 

But Merlin never did. 

Rafal leered at the hapless wizard and the rest of the kneeling hostages. 

“Why can’t some souls love?” he asked, his young, sultry tone carrying 
into the night. “It’s a question I’ve wrestled a long time, watching Good win 


every single story, while souls like mine languished without a weapon to 
fight back. So many Nevers try to love in Good’s way, in the hope that we 
might find a happy ending too. Even me: I tried to love my Good brother 
with just as much fervor as Evil’s queen once loved a Good prince. But Evil 
can’t love in Good’s way, no matter how hard we try. Because our souls 
were never created with love. We are the discarded, the neglected, the 
beaten down. We are the hated, the castoffs, the freaks. Despair is our fuel; 
pain is our power. The love that wins Ever Afters could never be enough for 
us. Nothing will ever be enough to satisfy the black hole in our hearts. 
Unless we change what love means...” 

A cutting smile slid across his face, his eyes lifting to Agatha. “. . . and 
Evil finds its own happy endings.” 

An ogre seized Agatha from behind and bound her wrists. 

At the same time, muffled yells tore through the silence and Agatha 
swiveled to see two trolls push Tedros next to her with hands tied, the 
prince barechested and gagged with his balled-up shirt. He no longer had 
his father’s sword. 

Rafal leaned between them, his lips at their ears. 

“I promised you an ending you’d never forget,” he whispered, his breath 
gelid on Agatha’s skin. “The Last Ever After to your fairy tale.” 

One troll handed Excalibur to Sophie, who instantly put it to Stefan’s 
throat. 

The second troll pulled the axe from Cinderella’s corpse and handed the 
weapon to Rafal. 

Rafal shoved Agatha and Tedros down to their knees side by side, 
before he pinned a black boot between each of their shoulder blades, first 
Agatha, then Tedros, crushing their faces over a fallen tree trunk, as two 
ogres kept their bodies from squirming. 

The young School Master carefully lay the axe blade across Agatha’s 
and Tedros’ necks, the edge long enough to take care of both of them at 
once. Agatha could feel the blood dripping off the steel, along with rough 
speckles of rust. 

“Good finds Ever After with a kiss. Evil finds Ever After with a kill.” 
Rafal looked up at Sophie, smoldering red patches on his snow-white 
cheeks. “You’ve been hurt by everyone you ever trusted, my queen. But one 


swing and they’ll be gone for good. One swing and our love is sealed 
forever.” 

There was a mad, lustful passion in his face now. “Because on this 
night, I take you, Sophie, as my Never After. From this day forward, in 
darkness and despair, for Evil and Eviler, to love and to hate, till death 
never do us part. This death I give to you. My one true love.” 

He pressed his axe into Agatha’s and Tedros’ necks, taking aim. 

Sophie’s face was still a hard, ghostly mask. She dug Excalibur deep 
into Stefan’s windpipe. 

“This death I give to you, Rafal. My one true love,” she pledged. 

“Sophie, no!” Agatha cried out, twisting to meet her eyes. “He’s your 
fath—” 

Rafal crunched his boot down, silencing her. 

“Wait,” Sophie said, sharp as a whip, stopping the young School Master 
cold. “I’m not finished with this one.” 

Rafal’s boot eased up on Agatha and he smirked at his queen, surprised. 
“By all means, my love... Unleash.” 

Sophie turned to Agatha, the hardness in her face warping to something 
deeper, scarier. “You think this man deserves the name ‘father’? A man who 
despises me?” 

Stefan tried to speak, but Sophie jammed the sword blade against his 
neck. 

“I tried to make him love me. I tried to show him the real me. But he 
hated me even more. Just like Tedros. Just like everyone Good ever did,” 
Sophie spat at Agatha. “I am my mother. Evil to the bone. That’s all anyone 
will ever see.” 

Agatha raised her head from the log. “Except me.” 

Her voice was surprisingly calm, as if rising from a place over which 
she had no control. 

She could see the last slivers of sun glint in Excalibur’s blade. 

Merlin had warned her: she would have one chance with Sophie. 

Use it wisely. 

She’d tried to listen to the wizard. She’d tried to have a plan... 

But there was no plan. 

There could never be a plan for her and Sophie. 

There was only the truth. 


She could feel Tedros struggling against his binds like he had on a pyre, 
once upon a time in Gavaldon, trying to help her. But this time it was she 
who gently touched her foot to his leg, soothing him. 

No one could help her now. 

This was her and Sophie’s fairy tale. 

And this was The End. 

Agatha looked up at her friend. 

“I know what's inside you, Sophie,’ 
Beyond Evil. I know the real you.” 

“This is the real me. This has always been the real me,” Sophie retorted, 
tightening her grip on the sword. “The one who doesn’t have to pretend to 
be Good anymore. The one who doesn’t have to feel like I’m not enough. 
The one who doesn’t have to feel anything at all. Pm finally happy, 
Agatha.” 

“No, you’re not,” Agatha said quietly. “You’re not happy.” 

Sophie bristled. “About to die with your beloved prince and still 
thinking about me. My story will go on without you, Agatha. I don’t need 
you anymore or your pity, like one of your decrepit cats. I’m no longer your 
Good Deed.” 

“But I’m still yours,” said Agatha. “Because without your love, I’d 
never have become who I really am. So even if I die, Pl always be your 
Good Deed, Sophie. And no Evil in the world will ever erase that.” 

Spots of pink seared Sophie’s cheeks. Her throat bobbed. “You 
shouldn’t have come back for me,” she rasped. “You should have lived your 
own life and let me have mine. None of this would have ever happened.” 

“I would do it all over again,” said Agatha. 

“Because we're sisters?” Sophie scoffed, fighting emotion. 

Stefan gurgled, confused—Sophie dug the blade deeper. 

“Because we're more than sisters,” said Agatha, staring straight at her. 
“We chose each other, Sophie. We’re best friends.” 

Sophie looked away. “A princess and witch can never be friends. Our 
story will forever prove that.” 

“No, our story proves a princess and a witch have to be friends. Because 
each of us has played both parts,” said Agatha. “And we’ll always play both 
parts. That's who we are. That’s why we’re us.” 


> 


she said. “Beyond your mother. 


> 


Sophie still couldn’t look at her. “All I ever wanted was love, Aggie,” 
she breathed, voice breaking. “All I ever wanted was a happy ending like 
yours.” 

“You already have one, Sophie. You’ve always had one.” Agatha smiled 
through tears. “With me.” 

Sophie finally met her eyes. 

For the briefest of moments, sound and space fell away, the two ofthem 
locked in a gaze so strong that they became reflections of each other. Light 
and Dark. Good and Evil. Hero and Villain. Only as each looked deeper, 
neither knew who was who. For in each other’s eyes, they saw the answers 
to their own soul’s silent questions, as if they weren’t reflections at all, but 
two halves of the same. 

A tear slipped down Sophie’s cheek, her mouth falling open to the 
softest of gasps, as if a fire inside her had gone out. 

The young School Master looked ruffled, his hands twitching on the 
axe, pupils darting between his prisoner and his queen— 

Sophie blinked, the moment gone. She looked at Agatha as if she were a 
stranger, her face chilling back to its dead-numb shell. Slowly Sophie 
turned to Rafal. 

“On three,” she said. 

Rafal smiled cruelly at Sophie and slammed Agatha’s head back down 
on the tree. 

“On three,” said Rafal, measuring the blade against her and Tedros’ 
necks. 

Agatha went limp, her heart broken. 

“One,” said Sophie. 

Tedros stopped thrashing as if he knew the end had come. He pressed 
his bare shoulder against Agatha’s and she pulled even closer, wanting to 
feel every part of him as they died. 

“Two,” said Rafal, both fists on the axe. 

She tasted the warmth of Tedros’ breath. 

“Forever,” he whispered. 

“Forever,” she whispered. 

Rafal raised the axe over their heads. 

Sophie aimed her sword at her father’s neck— 

“Three, ” Sophie said. 


Agatha felt the wind of the falling axe and saw Sophie swing Tedros’ 
sword, the sun imploding to darkness in the mirror of its steel. But as 
Excalibur grazed Stefan’s skin, about to rip into his throat, Sophie suddenly 
diverted her swing, looping the sword upwards. Her right hand came off the 
hilt, brushing across her left hand, sweeping the School Master’s ring clean 
off her finger and high into the air, the gold circle catching the last spear of 
light in the sky, like a bold new sun — 

The glare blinded Rafal and he froze the axe in shock, whirling back 
towards his queen. As the ring fell towards Sophie, his eyes widened in 
horror and he thrust out his palm, a blast of black glow scorching towards 
her— 

Clasping the sword with both fists, Sophie looked dead into the School 
Master’s eyes and smashed Excalibur down with all her might, shattering 
the ring out of the air into a million shards of gold. 

Gold shimmer enveloped Sophie’s body like a shield as the School 
Master’s death spell ripped into her, the black cloud breaking apart on 
impact and dissipating like the last mists of a storm. 

Thunderstruck, Rafal watched the last embers of his ring go cold, 
betrayal flushing through his young, beautiful face... 

Then he began to change. His face shriveled like rancid fruit; his thick 
white hair sloughed off in clumps over his mottled skull; his spine hunched 
with sickening crackles, jerking his body into ugly contortions. Liver spots 
rashed across decaying skin, his blue eyes clouding toxic gray, his muscled 
limbs shrinking to bony sticks. With each second, he grew older and older, 
thousands of years old, screams of rage tearing from inside of him as his 
flesh boiled with heat. His clothes burned off of him, smoke spitting 
through his mummifying skin, until the School Master was unmasked at 
last, a naked corpse of blackened, hateful flesh. 

His red eyes met Sophie’s. Roaring with vengeance, he staggered 
towards her, faster, faster, stabbing out a rotted claw for her face— 

His hand crumbled to dust as he touched her. 

Rafal let out a monstrous cry and burst into ashes, cascading to the 
ground like the sands of an hourglass. 

All through the trees, his Dark Army of old villains crumbled too, their 
weapons dropping and clinking to earth in clouds of dust. 


A last gust of wind swept trails of smoke across the Forest like a 
curtain. 

The night was quieter than the depths of a tomb. 

Stupefied, Tedros ripped out his gag and scraped to his knees first, 
gaping into the black sky. 

“We’re here,” he said, spinning around. “We’re still here. Agatha .. . 
we’re alive! The storybook’s closed—” 

His princess hadn’t moved, facedown on the log. 

“Agatha?” 

Slowly Agatha looked up at him. “Tedros, I think I’m going to faint.” 

Her prince smiled. “You catch me. I catch you.” 

The color drained from Agatha’s face and she slackened into his waiting 
arms. 

Across from them, petrified villagers freed Stefan, who tearfully 
embraced Honora and her two young sons. In the mulch of the Forest, 
young and old heroes pulled themselves off the ground, surveying the 
carnage of war. Hester cut Lancelot and Merlin loose, while Hort reunited 
the wizard with his hat and starry cloak. Meanwhile, Anadil and Dot 
hustled between old mentors, propping them up to their feet. 

“We’ll make you a new wing, Tink,” Peter said, comforting his weeping 
fairy. 

“Make me a new chair too,” said Hansel, frowning at a broken wheel on 
his wheelchair. 

With his spectacles cracked, the White Rabbit depended on Yuba to 
guide him, while Princess Uma said a silent prayer for all the animals that 
had died during the war. 

“Anyone seen Jack?” Pinocchio asked. 

Red Riding Hood pointed to him and Briar Rose kissing behind a tree. 

As Merlin tended to the wounded students, Beatrix used what few skills 
she’d learned leading Evil’s infirmary to help Lancelot bind his bloody 
shoulder. 

“Gwen will never let me leave the house again,” he grumbled. 

As Agatha stirred, she felt Tedros running his fingers through her hair. 

The first thing she saw was Merlin crouched over Cinderella, wrapping 
her body in his cloak. The old princess looked so peaceful and light, the 
way she had when she saw her stepsisters one last time. 


The wizard met Agatha’s eyes and gave her the warmest of smiles, as if 
to reassure her that even though she was no longer alive, Cinderella had 
finally found her happy ending. 

Agatha watched as Hort and Chaddick helped the wizard carry her 
away. Tomorrow, there would be a funeral, where she could say goodbye 


Tomorrow. 

“The sun,” she choked, peering into the dark sky. “Where’s the sun?” 

“Waiting to rise in the morning,” said her barechested prince, helping 
her up. “Thanks to you.” 

Agatha exhaled. “Takes two for a happy ending,” she said, searching for 
her best friend. But Sophie was nowhere to be seen. 

“You know what went through my head as the axe was coming down?” 
Tedros asked. “That we never had nicknames for each other, like every 
other couple.” 

“We’re not like every other couple,” said Agatha, looking at him. 

“No, we’re not,” Tedros admitted. “Not every king finds a queen who’s 
smarter, stronger, and better than him in every way.” 

Agatha put her hand to his golden cheek. “You are the pretty one, at 
least.” 

Tedros grinned, leaning in. “Mmm, you might have me beat there too.” 

He kissed her long and soft, leaving Agatha even more wobbly on her 
feet. Tedros steadied her with his strong arm, bringing her into his sweaty 
chest. After all this, he somehow smelled better than he ever did before. She 
kissed him again, a blush blooming on her cheeks— 

Then her smile faded. 

Tedros noticed and turned. 

Through the trees, Sophie was kneeling beside Lady Lesso, shivering on 
her back, as Professor Dovey clutched her friend’s hand. 

The Evil Dean’s dress was soaked with blood. 

“Oh no,” Agatha whispered. 


Sophie stroked Lady Lesso’s cheek, gazing into her violet eyes. The Dean 
was wheezing shallowly, trying in vain to say something. 
“Shhh,” Professor Dovey said to her, stoic and firm. “Just rest.” 


The Good Dean had known the moment she’d seen the wound from 
Aric’s knife that magic would serve no use. 

Sophie glanced up and saw Agatha, Tedros, and all the other young and 
old heroes gathered at a distance, watching solemnly. 

“What... made you... do it?” 

Sophie slowly looked down. 

“Tell... me,” Lady Lesso said. 

Sophie smiled. “The same thing that made you turn your back on Evil 
too,” she said. “A friend.” 

Lady Lesso took Sophie’s hand in hers, the Dean’s other hand still on 
Clarissa’s. “The Old and the New together,” she whispered. “Both in good 
hands.” 

Tears slipped down Sophie’s face. “This is my fault—” 

“No,” said Lady Lesso, steeling willfully. “Never that. You’re my child. 
As much as my own son. You are loved, Sophie.” Her voice faltered. 
“Always remember. You are loved—” 

Clarissa touched her. “Lady Lesso, please .. .” 

“Leonora.” 

Lady Lesso looked up at her best friend. “My name... is Leonora.” 

Slowly the Dean’s eyes closed. She never took another breath. 

Professor Dovey finally wept, draping herself over her best friend. 

Sophie quietly left the two of them alone. 

Agatha was waiting for her at Gavaldon’s edge. 

They stood together in silence, watching Dovey hold Lesso’s dead body 
the way Agatha once held Sophie’s. 

Sophie’s fingers clasped Agatha’s. 

Agatha gently squeezed Sophie back. 

“Where’s Tedros?” Sophie said at last. 

“Rounding up the others so we can head to the school,” Agatha replied, 
watching Tedros and Lancelot in the Forest lifting Ravan, Professor 
Anemone, and the other injured atop the rumps of Princess Uma’s few 
surviving animals. “So many hurt that we’ll need the other teachers” help.” 

“Come on. Let’s chip in,” Sophie said, heading towards the trees 

“Not yet,” said Agatha. “There’s someone waiting for you, first.” 

Sophie looked over her friend’s shoulder and saw Stefan, standing in the 
grass, the rest of the villagers gathered at a distance. 





Sophie’s heart caved in. 

Stefan never said a word. He just hugged his daughter tight, as both of 
them sobbed. 

“I’m sorry,” she breathed. “I’m sorry, Father.” 

“I never hated you. Never,” Stefan fought. “I tried to be a good father— 
you don’t know how hard I tried—” 

“You were,” Sophie sniffled. “You were a good father.” 

“I love you more than anything in the world,” Stefan whispered. 
“You’re my child, Sophie.” 

Stefan saw Agatha crying now, watching him with Sophie. 

“Though you’ve always made Agatha feel like one of mine too,” he 
said, smiling tenderly at her. 

Sophie wiped her cheek. “Come on, Aggie.” 

Agatha hugged Stefan too, nestling against him, as her tears stained his 
shirt. She wanted to tell him. She wanted to tell him everything. But as she 
caught Sophie’s eyes, her friend clearly having the same thoughts, neither 
of them said a word. For in a single moment, they’d found everything they 
needed. They didn’t need any more. There, in the space between worlds, 
two girls held their father, their bodies still and serene, as if three pieces had 
been made whole at last. 

Agatha looked up at Stefan, smiling. With a gasp, she broke away from 
him— 

For Stefan was shimmering, along with the rest of the villagers behind 
him. Within seconds, their bodies turned translucent, as Gavaldon started 
vanishing into a glare of white light. 

Stunned, Stefan looked up and saw a shield streaking down from the 
sky— 

Agatha felt Sophie’s hand on hers, pulling her away from him. 

“No. Stay with us, Sophie... ,” Stefan begged, fading faster. “Stay with 
your family!” 

“I love you, Father, but you have a new family now,” said Sophie, eyes 
glistening. “The one you always deserved. The one that will make you truly 
happy.” She held Agatha closer. “I have a new family too. One that can 
finally make me happy. So don’t worry about me, Father. Please. Don’t look 
back. Never look back.” 





“No... Sophie, no...” Stefan lunged out a hand for his daughter as the 
shield slashed between them— 

“Wait!” 

Light slipped through his fingers. 

He was gone. 


BE. s 
Never Ever After 


Sophie rose early to watch the sun. 

Wrapped in a wool blanket, she leaned over the rooftop balcony of 
Merlin’s Menagerie, surrounded by leafy sculptures of her best friend’s love 
story and gazed out at the brilliant fireball amidst purple shreds of sky. 
She’d forgotten what the sun looked like, so full and strong, brushing across 
her like a warm, gold kiss. 

In the dawn light, she could see the glittering blue glass towers of 
Honor and Valor beneath her, the pink towers of Purity and Charity 
connected by a colored breezeway, and across the bay, the jagged black 
castles of Malice, Mischief, and Vice. The School Master’s death had 
restored the School for Good and Evil to balance, even though both the lake 
and moat sides of Halfway Bay continued to belch with noxious green fog. 
Merlin insisted the condition would resolve on its own, once Evers and 
Nevers resumed their classes and the magical wave responsible for sorting 
students began its rounds. 





It had taken the wizard and Tinkerbell most of the night to fly the 
School Master’s tower from the Blue Forest back to its rightful place 
between the halves of the bay. For one thing, Tink’s aging fairy dust moved 
the structure slower than a snail would; for another, Tink was still adjusting 
to the new wing Merlin had made for her out of a blue butterfly he’d found 
in the Dean’s office. 

The wizard had yet to remand the Nevers to Evil’s castle, preferring 
they all stay together for the night in the comforts of the Good dormitories. 
Once the Good and Evil teachers were freed, the faculty spent most of the 
evening treating injured students and heroes, while the rest of the Evers and 
Nevers had a full supper of turkey meatballs, carrot-ginger soup, green herb 
salad, and raspberry pie, catered by Merlin’s hat. If any of the Evil teachers 
resented the loss of their School Master or having been sealed in their 
rooms during the war, none of them showed it—perhaps because they saw 
the extent of the wounds suffered in battle, or more likely because Lady 
Lesso’s death meant one of them would be chosen the new Dean of Evil. 
With the School Master gone and Lady Lesso unable to choose a successor, 
it was soon widely presumed that Professor Manley would take her place. 
(He’d already spent the night redecorating her office.) 

As the sun slipped behind a cloud, the winter chill returning, Sophie sat 
down and snuggled against a topiary of Tedros proposing to Agatha at the 
Circus of Talents. Resting her head between them, she let her eyes close, 
thankful that she had nowhere to be, no one to seek, and nothing wanting in 
her heart. 


She’d never truly loved Rafal, no matter how much she’d told herself 
she did. She’d used him, trying to heal the hole in her soul . . . just like he’d 
tried to use her. But he was gone now, the finger that once wore his ring 
bare and blank. 

Dreams floated by and she found herself standing in front of beautiful 
white-and-blue spires spearing the sky, topped with vermillion flags... 

Camelot. 

She could see the white marble path leading towards the kingdom . . . 
the tall, silver gates wide open... . Agatha and Tedros, hand in hand, 
waiting for her on the other side with big, bright smiles. . . 

“Sophie?” 

Her eyes fluttered open to full-blown morning. 

“They’re starting soon,” said Hort. 

He was standing at the frosted door of the roof, his muscular frame 
obscured by a dumpy black tunic that used to be Evil’s uniform. 

In his hand was a matching tunic. 

“No,” Sophie gasped. “Really?” 

Hort cracked a grin. “Really.” 


The funerals for Cinderella and Lady Lesso took place in the Blue Forest, 
which was already coming back to life by the time the nymphs began laying 
out chairs in the Tulip Garden. 

All the Nevers wore their saggy black uniforms and sat on the left side 
of the grass, while all the Evers sat on the right, with the girls in their usual 
pink pinafores and the boys in sky-blue shirts, navy jackets, and knotted 
slim ties. Many of the students had bruises, bandages, and casts, which they 
showed off to classmates with furtive whispers and the utmost pride. 
Indeed, there were no dirty looks across the aisle nor any of the usual rancor 
between the Good and Evil schools . . . but instead a silent gratitude that the 
other school was present at all. 

The old heroes were there too, neatly fitted out in suits and dresses 
they’d found in the faculty closets. Only Lancelot was absent, who couldn't 
bear to be away from his Guinevere any longer and had absconded during 
the night, once the students were safely asleep. 

Everyone expected Merlin to preside over the ceremony as he stepped 
to the dais in front of the twin coffins, but the wizard invited Professor 


Dovey to say a few words instead. 

Dressed in her chartreuse gown, Clarissa Dovey took the lectern, her 
brown eyes glassy, her nose tipped red. 

“So much has been written of Cinderella, a student whose fairy tale will 
live on forever,” she began. “But there will be no stories of Lady Lesso. No 
tales passed down from Reader to Reader, keeping her name alive. For that, 
she would be thankful. Because Leonora Lesso only wanted one thing in 
her life. To find the true meaning of Evil. And it was in the pursuit of that 
meaning that she showed us why this school must endure. For in the end, it 
was Evil’s Dean who proved that sometimes Good isn’t Evil’s greatest 
enemy ... but an unexpected friend.” 

She spoke a while longer, but it was these words that remained in the 
minds of young and old when the Good Dean was finished, as they each 
took a turn touching the coffins and saying quiet goodbyes. 


After the nymphs carried the coffins out of the Blue Forest and into the 
Woods, where they’d be properly buried by a new Crypt Keeper, the others 
moved into the Blue Pumpkin Patch for tea. Reena and Millicent played 
their flutes and Beatrix sang an aria no one listened to, while Merlin’s hat 
laid out a colorful spread of jam-dot cookies, coconut cake, caramel 
macaroons, and sugar-mint scones. Nearby, students broke into sun- 
drenched packs, sober faces gradually melting to smiles. 

Hester, Anadil, and Dot peered at Sophie across the pumpkins, clad in 
Evil’s saggy black robes, and idling alongside Agatha in pink and Tedros in 
blue. 

“Strange part is PII miss them,” said Anadil, rats peeking out of her 
tunic. “Even the cretinous prince.” 

“At least with Sophie gone, Hester will finally be Class Captain,” Dot 
said, adding chocolate chips to her scone. 

“Won’t mean very much without her, will it?” Hester said wistfully. 
“She was the greatest witch of us all.” 

On the other side of the patch, Sophie noticed Hester, Anadil, and Dot 
sharing pieces of a scone and for the briefest of moments, she wished she 
could take them to Camelot with her. 

“You’re worse than Sophie,” garbled Agatha’s voice. 


Sophie turned to see her arguing with Tedros, Agatha’s mouth full of 
cake. 

“You keep saying you’re hungry, but then you won’t eat anything,” 
Agatha badgered, spilling crumbs on her pink dress. 

“Coronation’s tomorrow, which means they paint the royal portrait, 
which stays up for the next thousand years. Sorry if I want to look my best,” 
Tedros groused. 

“They’re painting mine too and you don’t see me or Reaper acting like a 
ninny, said Agatha, beaming at her hideous cat, chasing squealing Kiko 
around the Willows. 

“Reaper?” Tedros blurted. “If you think for one second I’m allowing 
that Satan-worshipper in my castle—” 

“Your castle? I thought it was our castle.” 

“Which means we get a pet we both like.” 

“No Reaper, no me.” 

“No you, then.” 

“You puffed-up, lily-livered, mule-headed—” 

Agatha stopped and saw Sophie goggling at the two of them. 

“I really am better off, aren’t I?” said Sophie. 

All three of them burst into laughter. 

“Tedros! Look!” Chaddick hollered. 

The prince turned to see a gaggle of Evers gathered at the Blue Forest 
gates, ogling a white-and-blue carriage swerving up the path, pulled by two 
white horses, the corners of its square enclosure topped with vermillion 
flags. 

“Ts that it?” Agatha asked nervously. 

Tedros smiled. “Come on, love. Camelot’s waiting,” he said, yanking 
her towards it. He glanced back. “Hurry, Sophie! There’s room in the 
carriage for three!” 

“Which means your mother and I will have to ride behind!” a deep 
voice hollered. 

Tedros looked up to see Lancelot with Guinevere, saddled on Benedict 
the horse, racing alongside the carriage. 

By the time Guinevere dismounted, Tedros had nearly flattened her with 
a hug. 

“You’re coming with us?” he said, tears flowing. 


“Me and the ogre,” said Guinevere, kissing his cheek. “A king needs his 
mother.” She looked up at Agatha. “And so does his queen.” 

Agatha embraced her. “You have no idea,” she breathed. 

“Thank you, Mother,” Tedros sniffled, putting his arms around the both 
of them. “Thank you—” 

“You can thank her by taking that death warrant off her head,” Lancelot 
crabbed. 

“Oh Lance, must you ruin everything!” Guinevere sighed. 

As Lancelot relented and joined the group hug, Sophie watched from a 
distance as Agatha wrapped tighter into the arms of a loving prince and 
new, beautiful family. Seeing the glow in her friend’s face, Sophie’s own 
heart felt light as a cloud. Lady Lesso was right. Agatha’s happiness was 
her happiness. And that was Ever After enough. 

“Sophie, come on!” 

She glanced up at Tedros and Agatha, holding the carriage door open 
for her. 

With a smile, Sophie started heading towards them— 

“Dear girl, do you mind retrieving my cape from Professor Dovey’s 
office?” said Merlin, sauntering by in his shirtsleeves. “These old bones 
won’t make it up another flight of stairs.” 

Sophie frowned, pointing at her friends ahead. “But they’re—” 

“Don’t worry,” said Merlin, breezing past her. “We’ll hold the carriage.” 


The door to Professor Dovey’s office was open and Sophie hurried inside, 
not wanting to keep her friends waiting. 

The second desk was gone and the Dean of Good’s office restored the 
way it once was, smelling of cinnamon and cloves. But Sophie couldn’t see 
Merlin’s cloak anywhere: not on the coat hooks, nor on the chair or desk . . . 

But there was something else on the desk that made Sophie stop. 

Between the pumpkin paperweights and basket of fresh sour plums lay a 
long white box cinched with a single purple ribbon. Attached to the box 
was a card that read: 


Sophie 


“It was on my desk when we returned.” 


Sophie turned to see Professor Dovey at the door. 

“Lady Lesso must have left it before she freed me from the Brig,” said 
Clarissa, stepping beside her. “There was no will, no letter .. . only this.” 

Sophie ran her fingers along the stiff edges of the box and her inked 
name on the card, nothing else on the front or back, before peeking up at the 
Dean. 

“We won’t know what it is until you look inside, dear,” Dovey said. 

Slowly Sophie tugged at the purple ribbon and watched it slide away. 
Leaning over the desk, her hand curled around the edge of the white lid and 
pulled the box open. 

Sophie choked. 

“No. . .. How— how can—” 

She spun to Professor Dovey, but the Good Dean was smiling at the box 
through tears. 

“She told us, didn’t she?” Clarissa whispered hopefully. “The ‘Old and 
the New together...” 

She touched Sophie’s cheek. “‘Both in good hands.’” 


Outside the carriage, Tedros brought his mother and Lancelot cups of tea. 
Leaning against a wheel, Agatha picked burrs out of Reaper’s warty skin 
while Merlin studied his beardless face in the coach’s glass window. 

“After every epic journey, something must be lost,” he said, probing his 
newly visible chin. 

“Merlin, Pve been thinking,” said Agatha. “Why could I get through the 
shield between Gavaldon and the Woods when no one else could?” 

“The shield was made to keep Evil from breaking into the Reader 
World, my dear,” said Merlin. “But sometimes to keep Evil from getting in, 
you have to let Good out.” 

Agatha watched him, her throat tightening. “Oh Merlin .. . how PI 
miss you.” 

“Miss me?” said Merlin, swiveling. “You don’t think P1 let that boy run 
a kingdom without my help, do you?” 

“And here I thought I was too old for a tutor,” Tedros grinned, sidling 
next to Agatha. 

“Not sixteen until tomorrow, boy,” piped the wizard, sizing up the 
young couple. “Besides, in time, you’ll have a little rug rat who needs a 


tutor too.” 

Agatha and Tedros gaped at him, both hot pink. 

Merlin cleared his throat. “Perhaps we should focus on making it 
through your coronation first.” 

“If only there was room in our coach, you could spend the whole ride to 
Camelot making Agatha and I uncomfortable,” Tedros quipped. “But alas, 
with Sophie, our carriage is full.” 

Merlin looked past them, mouth curling into a smile. “Is it?” 

Tedros and Agatha turned. 

Sophie swept towards them, wearing Lady Lesso’s majestic, sharp- 
shouldered purple gown. 

Agatha dropped her cat. 

Sophie had no makeup on, sleepless bags under her eyes, and her hair 
was a bit of a mess, but even so, as they faced each other in silence, Agatha 
had never seen her friend look so calm, so assured, so . . . beautiful. 

That’s when Agatha knew. 

“It’s what she wanted, Aggie,” Sophie rasped. 

Agatha’s lip quivered. “You’re—you’re not coming with us?” 

“PIL be Dean of Evil, while Professor Dovey stays on as Dean of Good. 
The two of us working side by side like Lesso and Dovey once did,” said 
Sophie. “Together, we’ll keep the Storian well guarded until a new School 
Master is named.” 

She could see a crowd of Evers, Nevers, teachers, and heroes, old and 
young, gawking as word spread. (Professor Manley broke his teacup.) 

Agatha couldn’t speak. “But... but...” 

“You wanted me to be happy, Agatha,” said Sophie. “This is where I 
belong. This is what I want. Teaching students like me what Evil really 
means.” 

Agatha shook her head, tears rising. “Oh, Sophie. You’ll be a wonderful 
Dean,” she gasped, throwing arms around her. “PI... Pll just miss you.” 

“You'll be an even better queen, Aggie,” Sophie promised. “You’ll 
change their lives. Like you changed mine.” 

Even Tedros looked misty-eyed now. “It’s only a day’s ride to Camelot, 
Sophie. Surely you’ll come visit?” 

“As much as you two will have me,” Sophie said. 


Agatha hugged her tighter, her tear-stained cheek against her friend’s. “I 
love you, Sophie. I love you more than you can know.” 

“I do know, Aggie,” Sophie whispered. “Because I love you just the 
same.” 

There the two girls stayed, holding each other, until Merlin finally 
ushered Agatha and her prince inside. As the carriage rode off, Guinevere 
and Lancelot riding behind, Sophie waved one last goodbye to her friends. 
The coach trailed into the dappled Woods towards the shadows of spires, 
faint over the horizon, before the final wheel vanished into the trees. 

Agatha and Tedros were gone. 

Standing alone at the gates, Sophie let herself cry, shedding warm, 
cleansing tears. 

It wasn’t goodbye forever. Only goodbye for now. 

And if ever the distance was too much to bear, she would just look 
inside her heart, for Agatha was already there. 

“Hmm... Maybe your Prince Charming is just around the corner,” said 
a voice. 

Sophie looked up at Hort next to her. 

She took in his playful face, well-built body, and adoring grin... 

“T’m afraid I’ve already found my Ever After, Hort,” said Sophie. 

“What? With who?” Hort asked, aghast— 

“On my own,” she said, her voice sure and clear. “I’m happy on my 
own.” 

And for the first time, she knew it was true. 

As Hort fumbled for words, the bells rang over both schools, 
summoning the students to their castles. Whispering Nevers gave their new 
Dean gobsmacked looks as they herded towards the north gates. (“What 
were you saying about missing her?” Dot ribbed Hester and Anadil, both 
deathly pale.) 

Sophie took a deep breath and hustled after them. “First things first, 
Evil needs a new look. Enough with black and doom and gloom, when we 
should be celebrating our edge, our uniqueness,” she said thoughtfully. 
“We’ll have to weed out underperforming teachers, of course, and 
encourage Nevers to find their Nemesis within. That's how we’ll find the 
best talents for the Circus . . . and a Ball! Let the winning school in the Trial 
host the Snow Ball. .. . Oh, that”1l cook Good’s goose, won't it—” 


“Sophie!” Hort said, chasing her. 

“Mmmm?” 

“You aren’t jealous that Agatha gets a boy and a crown and a kingdom 
and everything else?” Hort pressed in disbelief. “You aren’t jealous that 
Agatha’s a queen?” 

He saw her stop at the gates, faced away as students streamed past. 

“A tiny bit, of course,” she said softly. “But then I remember. . .” 

Sophie looked back, smiling bright as a diamond. 

“Pm me.” 
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AGATHA 
The Almost Queen 


When you spend most of your life planning your Ever After with a girl, it 
feels strange to be planning your wedding to a boy. 

A boy who’d been avoiding Agatha for months. 

She couldn’t sleep, dread brewing in her stomach. Her mind flurried 
with all the things left to do before the big day, but that wasn’t the real 
reason she was still awake. No, it was something else: a memory of the boy 
she was about to marry ... a memory she couldn’t bear to think about. . . . 





Tedros, stained with tears and slung over a man’s shoulder. Tedros 
unleashing a primal scream, so pained and shattering that sometimes 
Agatha could hear nothing else— 

She rolled over, burying her head under a pillow. 

It had been six months since that day: the day of the coronation. 

She hadn’t slept well since. 

Agatha felt Reaper tossing tetchily at the foot of the bed, her 
restlessness keeping him up. Agatha sighed, feeling sorry for him, and tried 
to focus on her breaths. Little by little, her mind began to ease. She was 
always better when she was doing something to help someone else, even if 


it was falling asleep to spare her bald, mashed-up cat. . . . If only she could 
do something to help her prince too, Agatha thought. Together they always 
managed to work things ou— 

Click. 

Her heart stopped. 

The door. 

She listened closely, hearing Reaper’s soft snores and the sound of the 
latch creaking open. 

Agatha pretended to sleep as her hand inched forward, probing for the 
knife on her night table. 

She’d kept the knife there ever since she’d arrived at Camelot. She had 
to—Tedros earned enemies here long before he’d come to take his place as 
king. Even if these enemies were in jail now, they had spies everywhere, 
desperate to kill him and his future queen. . . . 

And now the door to her chamber was opening. 

No one was allowed in her hall at this hour. No one was allowed in her 
wing. 

Moonlight spilled onto her back through the cracked-open door. Her 
breaths shallowed as she heard footsteps muffle against the marble floor. A 
shadow crept up her neck, stretching onto the bedsheets. 

Agatha gripped the knife harder. 

Slowly a weight sank into the mattress behind her. 

Hold, she told herself. 

The weight grew heavier. Closer. 

Hold. 

She could hear its breath. 

Hold. 

The shadow reached for her— 

Now. 

With a gasp, Agatha swiveled, swinging the knife for the intruder’s neck 
before he seized her wrist and pinned her to the bed, the knife a millimeter 
from his throat. 

Agatha panted with terror as she and the intruder stared into the wide 
whites of each other’s eyes. 

In the dark, it was all she could see of him, but now she felt the heat of 
his skin and smelled his fresh, dewy sweat, and all the fear seeped out of 


her body. Bit by bit, she let him pry the knife away before he exhaled and 
dropped into the pillow beside her. It all happened so fast, so softly, that 
Reaper never stirred. 

She waited for him to speak or pull her to his chest or tell her why he’d 
been avoiding her all this time. Instead he just curled into a ball against her, 
whimpering like a tired dog. 

Agatha stroked his silky hair, mopping up the sweat on his temples with 
her fingertips, and let him sniffle into her nightgown. 

She’d never seen him cry. Not like this, so scared and defeated. 

But as she held him, his breaths settled, his body surrendering to her 
touch, and he glanced up at her with the faintest of smiles. ... 

Then his smile vanished. 

Someone was watching them. A tall, turbaned woman looming in the 
doorway, her gleaming teeth gnashed tight. 

And just like that, Tedros was gone as quick as he came. 


Splinters of August sun streamed through the window onto the chandelier, 
refracting light into Agatha’s eyes. 

Blinking groggily, she could see missing crystals in the chandelier, 
covered in cobwebs like an old gravestone. 

She hugged her pillow to her chest. It still smelled like him. Reaper 
slithered up from the foot of the bed, sniffing at the pillow, poised to slash it 
to shreds, before Agatha shot him a look. Her cat slunk back to the foot of 
the bed. Hes improving at least, Agatha thought; the first night in the 
castle, he’d peed in Tedros’ shoe. 

Voices echoed in her wing. She wouldn’t be alone much longer. 

Agatha sat up in her baggy black nightgown, peering at her room. It was 
three times the size of her old house in Gavaldon, with dusty gem-crusted 
mirrors, a sagging settee, and a two-hundred-year-old desk of ivory and 
bone. Clutching her pillow like a life raft, she soaked in the quiet coming 
off the cracked marble tiles dyed robin’s-egg blue and the matching walls 
inlaid with mottled gold flowers. The queen’s chamber was like everything 
at Camelot: royal from afar, tarnished up close. This applied to her too—she 
was living in the queen’s quarters but she wasn’t even queen yet. 

The wedding was still two months away. 

A wedding that was making her uneasier each day. 


Once upon a time, Agatha had imagined she’d live happily ever after 
with Sophie in Gavaldon. The two of them would be proud owners of a 
cottage in town, where they’d have tea and toast each morning, then jaunt 
off to Mr. Deauville’s Storybook Shop, now the A&S Bookshop, since she 
and Sophie would take it over once the old man died. After work, she’d 
help pick herbs and flowers that Sophie would use to make her beauty 
creams, before they’d visit Agatha’s mother on Graves Hill for dinners of 
lamb-brain stew and lizard quiche (steamed prunes and cucumbers for 
Sophie, of course). How ordinary their life would be together. How happy. 
Friendship was all they needed. 

Agatha squeezed the pillow harder. How things change. 

Now her mother was dead, Sophie was Dean of Evil at a magical 
school, and Agatha was marrying King Arthur’s son. 

No one was more excited about the wedding than Sophie, who’d sent 
letter after letter from her faraway castle with sketches of dresses and cakes 
and china that she insisted Agatha use for her big day. (“Dear Aggie, I 
havent heard back from you about the chiffon veil swatches I sent. Or the 
proposed canapés. Really, darling, if you dont want my help just tell 
me....”) 

Agatha could see these letters piled on the desk, coated in spidery trails 
of dust. Every day she told herself she would answer them, but she never 
did. And the worst part was she didn’t know why. 

Footsteps grew louder outside her room. 

Agatha’s stomach churned. 

It’d been this way for six months. She felt more and more anxious while 
Tedros grew more and more withdrawn. Last night was the closest they’d 
come to speaking about what happened on coronation day and neither of 
them had even said a word. She knew he was embarrassed . . . 
devastated . .. ashamed... . But she couldn’t help him if he didn’t talk to 
her. And he couldn’t talk to her if he was never with her. 

More voices now. More footsteps. 

Mouth dry, Agatha snatched the glass of water from her night table. 
Empty. So was the pitcher. 

Reaper slid off the bed, prowling towards the faded double doors. 

She needed time alone with Tedros. Time where they weren’t living 
separate lives. Time where they could be honest and intimate with each 


other like they used to be. Time where they could be themselves again — 

The doors crashed open and four maids paraded in, each wearing the 
same draping robe in a different shade of pastel—peach, pistachio, 
grapefruit, rose—as if they were a box of mixed macarons. They were led 
by a tall, tan woman in lavender with dark, smoky eyes, shiny red lipstick, 
and wild black hair barely cooped by a turban. She carried a leather-bound 
notebook in one hand and in the other, a feather-pen so long it looked like a 
whip. 

“Breakfast with the wedding florist at seven in the Blue Tower Dining 
Room; then meetings with tailor candidates in twenty-minute intervals to 
decide who should stitch the wedding linens; then an interview with the 
Camelot Courier for their Wedding Preview Edition. At nine, you'll visit 
the Camelot Zoo to pick the official wedding doves; they have several 
species, each a varying shade of white... .” 

Agatha could barely listen, because Peach and Pistachio had hoisted her 
out of bed and were already scrubbing her with scalding towels, while 
Grapefruit shoved a toothbrush in her mouth and Rose smeared her face 
with an array of potions, like Sophie used to do, only without Sophie’s 
charisma or humor. 

“Then a signing of The Tale of Sophie and Agatha at Books & Crannies 
to raise funds for the castle’s plumbing renovation,” the lavender woman 
continued in a crisp, posh accent, “followed by a lunch fundraiser at the 
Spansel Club, where you’ll read a storybook to children of rich patrons 
whose donations will repair the drawbridge .. .” 

“Um, Lady Gremlaine? Is there time for me to see Tedros today?” 
muffled Agatha beneath a blue gown the women were tugging over her. 
“We haven’t had a meal alone in ages—” 

“After lunch, you'll begin waltz lessons to prepare for your wedding 
dance, then etiquette training so you don’t make a mess of yourself at the 
wedding feast, and finally, history class about the triumphs and disasters of 
royal weddings past so that yours might end in the annals of the first rather 
than the last,” Lady Gremlaine finished. 

Agatha gritted her teeth as her maids fussed with her hair and makeup 
like the nymphs in the Groom Room used to. “Dancing, etiquette, 
history . . . it’s the School for Good all over again. Only at school, I actually 
had time with my prince.” 


Lady Gremlaine raised her eyes to Agatha. She snapped her book shut 
so sharply a gemstone fell out of the mirror. “Well, since you have no 
further questions, your chambermaids here will see that you get to your 
breakfast on time,” she said, turning for the door. “The king needs me by 
his side every possible moment—” 

“Pd like to see Tedros today,” Agatha insisted. “Please add it to my 
schedule.” 

Lady Gremlaine stopped cold and turned, her lips a tight red slash. The 
chambermaids subtly backed away from Agatha. 

“I'd say you saw more than enough of him last night. Against the 
rules,” said Lady Gremlaine. “A king cannot be alone in your room before 
the wedding.” 

“Tedros should have the right to see me whenever he wishes,’ 
Agatha. “I am his queen.” 

“Not yet, Princess,” said Lady Gremlaine coolly. 

“I will be after the wedding,” Agatha challenged, “which I spend all my 
time planning like some brainless biddy when Pd rather be with Tedros, 
helping him run the kingdom of which he is now king. And seeing that 
you’re Chief Steward in service to the king and future queen, surely that’s 
something you can arrange.” 

“I see,” said Lady Gremlaine, moving towards Agatha. “The castle is 
crumbling, your king wears a crown still in dispute, you have spies plotting 
to kill you, the former queen and her traitorous knight have been in hiding 
since the coronation, and the Royal Rot, a rogue publication intent on 
overthrowing the monarchy, calls you, amongst other things, ‘a gilded 
celebrity from an amateur fairy tale destined to bring more shame to Tedros 
than his own mother once did.’” 

Lady Gremlaine smiled, lording over Agatha. “And here you are, still 
pining for your days at school and a little kissy-time in the hall with the 
Class Captain.” 

“No. That’s not it at all. I want to help him,” Agatha retorted, enduring 
the onslaught of her steward’s perfume. “I’m fully aware of the problems 
we face, but Tedros and I are supposed to be a team—” 

“Then why hasn’t he ever asked to see you?” said Lady Gremlaine. 

Agatha flinched. 


> 


said 


“In fact, except for his momentary lapse last night, which he assured me 
will never happen again, the king hasn’t mentioned your name once,” Lady 
Gremlaine added. 

Agatha said nothing. 

“You see, I’m afraid King Tedros has better things to do, trying to bring 
Camelot out of shame in time for the wedding,” Lady Gremlaine went on. 
“A wedding that must be so magnificent, so memorable, so inspiring that it 
will erase all doubts that rose from that humiliating coronation. And it is a 
wedding that, per thousands of years of tradition, is up to the future queen 
to plan. That’s your job. That’s how you can help your king.” She leaned in, 
her nose almost touching Agatha’s. “But if you would like me to tell King 
Tedros that you find your responsibilities beneath you and that you have 
questioned every one of our decisions, down to the colors of your wardrobe, 
the importance of baths, and your choice of footwear, and now, on top of 
that, would like him to interrupt his urgent efforts to prove his place as king 
so he can make you feel part of a team . . . then by all means, Princess. Let's 
see what he has to say.” 

Agatha swallowed, her neck rashing red. Her eyes drifted down to her 
clumps. “No . . . that’s okay. Im sure Pl see him tomorrow,” she said 
softly, looking back up. 

But Lady Gremlaine was gone and all that was left were her pastel 
minions, ready to whisk the princess to a breakfast she would have no time 
to eat. 


Halfway through the day, Agatha was about to turn runaway bride. 

She’d endured weeks of this with a forced smile—the same deadly dull 
routine of inspecting a thousand place-cards and cakes and candles and 
centerpieces, even though they all looked the same to her and she’d be 
happy marrying Tedros in a bat cave (she’d prefer it actually; no room for 
guests). Interspersed with all this tedium were appearances for “Camelot 
Beautiful,” a queen-led campaign to raise funds for the broken-down castle 
that had been left to blight after King Arthur had died. Agatha believed in 
the cause wholeheartedly and had a high tolerance for nonsense—she was 
friends with Sophie after all—but Lady Gremlaine seemed determined to 
humiliate her with each day’s schedule, whether making her sing the 
anthem at the Woods Rugby Cup (even the Camelot team covered their 





ears) or ride a bull at the Spring Fair (it bucked her into a mound of poo) or 
kiss the highest bidder in a Smooch-the-Princess auction (a toothless 
hoodlum who Lady Gremlaine insisted had won fair and square). 

Guinevere had warned Agatha to expect resistance from her new 
warden. Lady Gremlaine had been Chief Steward when Guinevere was 
Arthur’s wife, until she and Guinevere had a falling-out and Guinevere had 
her dismissed. But after Guinevere’s disappearance and Arthur’s death, his 
Council of Advisors took over Camelot since Tedros wasn’t yet sixteen— 
and these advisors brought Lady Gremlaine back. Now with Guinevere 
returned to the castle, surely Gremlaine would be prickling to exert control 
over Guinevere’s son and his new queen. Even worse, the old fusspot 
couldn’t be fired until Tedros’ coronation was sealed. 

Knowing this, Agatha had tried to befriend her steward, but Lady 
Gremlaine hated her at first sight. Agatha had no idea why, but clearly the 
woman didn’t want her marrying Camelot’s king. It was as if Lady 
Gremlaine thought if she just tried hard enough, Agatha would give up her 
groom before the wedding. 

I’d sooner die, Agatha vowed. 

So for the last six months, she’d woken up each morning ready for the 
fight. 

But today was the day that broke her. 

First there was the florist, who shoved Agatha’s face in so many 
effluvious bouquets over the course of an hour that she’d left red-eyed and 
nose dripping. Next there were the six tailors who showed her dozens of 
linens that looked exactly the same. Then came the reporter from the 
Camelot Courier, a miserably cheerful young girl named Bettina, who 
arrived sucking a red lollipop. 

“Lady Gremlaine already scripted all your answers, so let’s have an off- 
the-record chat for fun,” she diddled, before launching into an array of 
startlingly personal questions about Agatha’s relationship with Tedros: 
“What does he wear when he sleeps?” “Does he have a nickname for you?” 
“Do you ever catch him looking at other girls?” 

“No,” Agatha said to the last, about to add, “especially not fart bubbles 
like you,” but she held her tongue through nearly an hour of this before 
she’d had enough. 

“So do you and Tedros want children?” Bettina wisped. 


“Why? Are you looking for parents?” Agatha snapped. 

The meeting was over after that. 

She nearly lost her temper again at the Spansel Club fundraiser when 
she had to read The Lion and the Snake, a famous Camelot storybook, to 
rich, bratty children, who kept interrupting her because they already knew 
the story. Now in her carriage after picking wedding doves at the zoo, 
Agatha slumped over in her sweaty gown, thinking of the waltz and 
etiquette lessons ahead, and sucked back tears. 

“The king hasn t mentioned your name once,” Lady Gremlaine echoed. 

She’d tried to pretend that the meddling bat had lied. But Agatha knew 
she hadn’t. 

Even when Agatha had run into Tedros in the castle these past few 
months, he’d tell her how pretty she looked or prattle something inane 
about the weather or ask her if she was comfortable in her quarters before 
shuttling away like a spooked squirrel. Last night in her room was the first 
time she’d seen him without a flushed, plastic smile on his face that told her 
not to ask how he was doing because he was doing just fine. 

But he wasn’t fine, of course. And she didn’t know how to help him. 

Agatha dabbed at her eyes. She had come to Camelot for Tedros. To be 
his queen. To stand by him in his finest and darkest hours. But instead they 
were both alone, fending for themselves. 

It was clear he needed her. That’s why he’d crawled into her arms last 
night. So why couldn’t he just admit it? She knew deep down it wasn’t her 
fault. But she still couldn’t help feeling rejected and hurt. 

Reaper curled up in her lap, reminding her he was there. 

She rubbed his bald head. “If only we could go back to our graveyard 
before we ever thought about boys.” 

Reaper spat in agreement. 

Agatha gazed out the window of her blue-and-gold carriage as it rolled 
into Maker’s Market, the main thoroughfare of Camelot City. Given the 
conditions of its roads, her driver normally avoided it and took the longer 
route back to the castle, but they were already running late for her wedding 
waltz lesson and she didn’t want to make a poor impression on her new 
teacher. Dirt kicked up around the carriage from unpaved streets, clouding 
her view of the bright-colored tents, each carrying a flag with Camelot’s 
crest: two eagles, flanking the sword Excalibur on a blue shield. 


But as the dust cleared, Agatha noticed a stark divide between the rich 
villagers in expensive coats and jewels as they shopped along the main 
street and the thousands of grimy, skeletal peasants living in crumbling 
shanties in the alley-ways adjoining the market. Royal guards patrolled 
these slums, forcefully blocking any peasants who drew too close to 
wealthy patrons entering or leaving the tents. Agatha slid down her window 
to get a better view, but her driver rapped his horsewhip on the glass — 

“Lay low, milady,” he said. 

Agatha pushed the window back up. When she first rode into her new 
kingdom sıx months ago, she’d seen the same slum cities smack in the 
middle of Camelot. As Tedros explained then, his father had led Camelot to 
a golden age, where every citizen improved his or her fortune. But upon 
Arthur’s death, his advisors had allied with the rich, passing shady laws to 
reclaim land and wealth from the middle-class, plunging them into poverty. 
Tedros had vowed to undo these laws and resettle those without homes, but 
in the past half-year, the divide between rich and poor had only gotten 
worse. Why hadn’t he succeeded? Had he not seen how far his father’s 
legacy had fallen? How could he let his own kingdom languish like this? If 
she was king— 

Agatha exhaled. But she wasn’t, was she. She wasn’t even queen yet. 
And from the way Tedros acted last night, he was clearly frustrated too. He 
was managing Camelot by himself and had no one to help him: not her, not 
his father, not his mother, not Lancelot, not even Merlin, the last three of 
who’d been gone for the past six months— 

SPLAT! A black, mashed hunk of food hit the window. Agatha spun to 
see a filthy peasant yell, “SO-CALLED KING AND HIS ALMOST 
QUEEN!” 

Suddenly, others in the slum cities spotted her carriage and globbed 
onto the chant—“SO-CALLED KING AND HIS ALMOST QUEEN!”— 
while pelting her vehicle with food, shoes, and handfuls of dirt. Her driver 
beat the horses harder, racing them out of the market. 

Blood boiling, Agatha wanted to leap out of the carriage and tell those 
goons that none of this was her or Tedros’ fault—not the slum cities, not the 
coronation, not a once-legendary kingdom gone to shambles— 

How would that help anything? Agatha scolded herself. If she were 
starving in the streets, wouldn’t she blame herself and Tedros too? They 


were the ones in power now, even if they hadn’t caused the kingdom’s fall. 
The poor and suffering had no time for the past, only for progress. But this 
wasn’t school anymore, where progress could be charted with rankings and 
a scoreboard. This was real life and despite the dismal results thus far, they 
were two teenagers trying to be good leaders. 

Or Tedros was, surely. 

She was on her way to dancing lessons. 

Agatha sulked as the carriage rumbled up the hill towards the bone- 
white gates of Camelot, which the royal guards pulled open for their arrival. 
It didn’t matter that the gates were streaked with rust or the towers ahead 
faded by weather and soot. Camelot Castle was still a magnificent sight, 
built into jagged gray cliffs over the Savage Sea. Under the August sun, the 
white spires took on a liquid sheen, capped with rounded blue turrets that 
speared through low-flying clouds. 

The carriage stopped short of a gap in the cliffs, leading to the castle’s 
entrance. 

“Drawbridge is still broken from the coronation, milady,” the driver 
sighed, pulling into a carriage house at the edge of the cliff. “We’ll have to 
use the ropes to cross.” 

Agatha barreled out of the carriage herself before the driver could open 
her door. Enough whining, she thought, as she wobbled along the unsteady 
rope bridge that even honored guests had to use until the embarrassing 
drawbridge problem could be fixed. Tedros wasn’t haggling over when they 
would have time alone. Tedros wasn’t hounding her about being a team. 
Tedros was working for his people, like she should be. 

Maybe Lady Gremlaine was right, Agatha confessed. Maybe she should 
stop obsessing over what she couldn’t do as queen and start focusing on the 
one thing she could. Indeed, a wedding filled with love and beauty and 
intention might be just the way to restore the kingdom’s faith in them after 
the coronation. A wedding could show everyone that Camelot’s best days 
were to come . . . that her and Tedros’ Ever After had brought them here for 
a reason .. . that they could find a happy ending not just as King and 
Queen, but for the people too, even those who’d lost hope... . 

Head held high, Agatha marched back into the castle, eager for her 
wedding lessons now and determined to do her very best. 

That is, until she found out who was teaching them. 


TEDROS 


How Not to Throw a Coronation 


Though he had no time for himself, no time for Agatha, no time at all, 
Tedros refused to get soft. 

In his knee-length black socks and cut-off breeches, he snuck through 
the dark, muggy halls of Gold Tower, a towel slung over his bare, tanned 
chest. He knew it was vain and obsessive, this getting up at half past four to 
exercise, but it felt like the only thing left he could actually control. 
Because at six on the dot, Lady Gremlaine and four male stewards would 
barge into his room and from that moment until he slogged back into bed at 
night, he was no longer in charge of his own life. 
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He passed Agatha’s room, tempted to slip in and wake her up, but he’d 
gotten in trouble for that last night and he didn’t need any more trouble. His 
kingdom was already on the verge of revolt. That's why he’d ceded Lady 
Gremlaine total control over the castle. As Arthur’s once-steward, she was a 
known face and gave people faith that the new king would be well- 


managed. But there was another reason he’d let Gremlaine keep him on a 
tight leash, one he could never say out loud. 

Tedros didn’t trust himself as king. 

He needed someone like Lady Gremlaine who could watch his every 
move, who would check his every decision. If he’d only listened to her at 
the coronation, none of this would have happened. But he was listening to 
her now. Because if there was one thing he knew, it was that there could be 
no more mistakes. 

Last night had already been a serious blunder. Lady Gremlaine had 
warned him not to repeat his father’s errors and let a girl interfere with his 
duties as king. Tedros took this warning seriously. Up until yesterday, he’d 
done well to concentrate on his tasks and let Agatha concentrate on hers, 
even if it meant he’d had more freedom to see Agatha at school than he did 
now as king in his own castle. But then he’d gone and snuck into her room 
dead-tired, defenses down, and acted like a sniveling child. Tedros cringed, 
replaying the moment in his head. He’d brought Agatha to Camelot away 
from everyone and everything she knew, and he wanted her to feel safe and 
taken care of. He couldn’t let her see how weak and scared he was. He 
couldn’t let her see that all he wanted to do was run away with her. To hold 
her tight and shut the world out. 

But that’s exactly what he had done last night. 

And for the fleeting relief he’d found in her arms, he left his future 
queen anxious and worried for him and his steward angry and disappointed. 

Stop acting like a boy, Tedros chastised himself. Act like a king. 

So today he let Agatha sleep, even if it left a big black hole in his heart. 

Tedros scuttled through the hall’s colossal gold passage and soaring 
arches, sweat sopping his wavy blond hair, his breeches sticking to his 
thighs. He couldn’t remember the castle ever feeling this stifling. Two mice 
darted past him into a hole in the plaster. A procession of ants wove around 
the friezes of famous knights on the wall, now damaged and missing limbs. 
When his father and mother were king and queen, this hall used to be minty 
clean, even in the August doldrums. Now it smelled like dead cat. 

Down three flights he went, socks slippery on dull gold stone, before he 
hustled through the Gymnasium, a lavish collection of training equipment 
surrounded by weapons and armor from Camelot’s history, enclosed in 
glass cases. One would assume this was Tedros’ destination, but instead he 


scurried right through, his pure blue eyes pinned to the dusty floor, trying 
not to look at the large glass case in the center of the room . . . the one case 
that happened to be empty. Its placard read: 


EXCALIBUR 


He was still thinking about that large, empty case when he arrived at 
King’s Cove, a sunken bathing pool in the bowels of the castle. When he 
was a young prince, this manmade grotto had flowering vines around tall 
piles of rock and a steaming-hot waterfall. The balmy water once 
shimmered with a thousand purple and pink lights from fairies who tended 
the pool in exchange for safe shelter at Camelot. Tedros remembered his 
mornings here as a child, racing the fairies around his father’s statue at the 
center of the pool, his tiny opponents lighting up the water like fireworks. 

King’s Cove was different now. The pool was dark and cold, the water 
algae-green. The plants were dead, the waterfall a drip, drip, drip. The 
fairies were gone too, banished from the castle by Arthur after Guinevere 
and Merlin had both abandoned him, destroying Arthur’s faith in magic. 

Tedros looked down at the kettlebells he’d stolen from the gym and 
stashed by the pool, along with a sad, lowly rope he’d tied to the ceiling to 
practice climbing. 

He couldn’t exercise in that other room. Not if he had to be near that 
empty case and think about where the sword was now. 

Slowly, his eyes rose to his father’s statue in the murky pool, caked with 
moss and dirt—King Arthur, Excalibur in hand, staring down at him. 

Only he wasn’t staring. At least not anymore. His eyes were gone, 
violently gouged out, leaving two big black holes. 

Tedros endured a wave of guilt, more intense than the one he’d felt in 
the gym. 

He’d done it. 

He’d carved out his own father’s eyes. 

Because he couldn’t bear the old king looking at him after what 
happened at the coronation. 

I'll fix it, Father, he vowed. I'll fix everything. 


Tedros tossed his towel onto the mildewed floor and dove into the pool, 
thoughts wiped out by the harsh, stabbing cold. 


Six months before, the day of the coronation had been brilliant and warm. 

Tedros was utterly spent after everything that had happened leading up 
to it—reconciling with his mother, fighting a war against an Evil School 
Master, and making an all-night ride from school to Camelot in time for 
him to be crowned king the next day. 

And yet, despite feeling like a sore, sleepless zombie, he couldn’t stop 
smiling. After so many false starts and twists and turns, he’d finally found 
his Ever After. He was the ruler of the most legendary kingdom in the 
Woods. He’d have Agatha by his side forever. His mother (and Lancelot) 
would live with them in the castle. For the first time since he was a child, he 
had a full family again—and soon a queen to share it with. 

Any one of those would be a wonderful enough gift on this, his 
sixteenth birthday. But the best present of all? Sophie, his old friend-enemy- 
princess-witch, had been appointed Dean at the School for Evil far far away, 
where she’d remain at a safe distance from him and Agatha. Which meant 
no more Sophie thuggery, no more Sophie skullduggery for the rest of their 
lives. (He’d learned from experience that he and that girl couldn’t be in the 
same place without killing each other, kissing each other, or a lot of people 
ending up dead.) 

“Hmm, can’t Merlin do a spell to make this smell better?” Tedros said 
in front of his bedroom mirror, sniffing at his father’s old robes. “This thing 
is rancid.” 

“Whole castle is rancid,” groused Lancelot, gnawing on a slab of dried 
beef. “And I haven’t seen Merlin since he hopped out of the carriage in 
Maidenvale. Said he’d meet us at the castle. Should be here by now.” 

“Merlin runs on his own time,” Guinevere sighed, sitting next to 
Lancelot on her son’s bed. 

“He’ll be here soon. Can’t possibly miss my coronation,” Tedros said, 
holding his nose. “Maybe if we spritz this with a little cologne—” 

“It's a coronation gown, Teddy. You only have to wear it once,” said his 
mother. “Besides, I don’t smell anything except whatever it is Lance raided 
from the pantry.” 


“Oh be serious, Gwen,” Lancelot growled, smacking at the bedsheets 
and spawning a dust storm. “What happened to this place?” 

“Don’t worry. Agatha and I will fix everything,” Tedros declared, 
combing his hair. “We knew what we were coming back to. Dad’s advisors 
let the castle go to waste and lined their pockets with the kingdom’s taxes. 
Would’ve loved to have seen their faces when Lance threw them in the 
dungeons.” 

“Oddly calm, to be honest. As if they expected it—or at least knew 
better than to fight,” Lance said, with a loud belch. “Insisted I don’t have 
the authority to jail them until Tedros is king. Told them to sod off.” 

“They’re right,” Guinevere clipped. “And if you can’t eat like a proper 
human, Pll have the kitchen put you on a vegetable diet.” 

Tedros and Lancelot gaped at her. 

“They’re right?” Tedros asked incredulously. 

“Vegetables?” Lancelot blurted, mouth full. 

“Until your coronation as king is official, the Council of Advisors 
appointed by Arthur has full authority to decide who runs Camelot,” 
Guinevere explained. “But in a few hours you will be king and it’s not like 
there’s a rival with a claim to the throne they can summon out of thin air. 
That’s why the guards didn’t stop Lance from jailing them.” 

Reassured, Tedros went back to assessing his reflection. 

“Darling, enough with the mirror. You look beautiful,” his mother said. 
“Meanwhile, poor Agatha is getting ready by herself and surely needs a 
lady’s help. Why don’t I go to her and leave you here with Lan—” 

“Agatha’s fine,” Tedros said, picking at an annoying pimple near his 
mouth. God, I’m almost as bad as Sophie, he thought. But he was about to 
have an entire kingdom judging him. Who wouldn’t be self-conscious? 
“Besides, it’s my birthday,” he added, “and I want to spend time with my 
mother.” 

He saw his mother blush, still unused to him being nice to her. 

“Sounds more like Little King’s afraid of being alone with me,” 
Lancelot cracked. 

“Call me ‘little’ again and Pll run you through,” Tedros flared, tapping 
Excalibur on his waist. “No one on earth would choose to be alone with you 
anyway.” 


“Except your mother. Likes our alone time just fine,” said Lancelot 
tartly. 

“Oh good lord,” Guinevere mumbled. 

“In any case, Agatha has that strange steward woman helping her get 
ready, the one who greeted us when we arrived last night and reeks of 
perfume,” said Tedros, checking his teeth. ““Wanted to help me get ready but 
I said I had you two. Didn’t seem happy about it.” 

“What's the story there, Gwen? Looked about as thrilled to see you as 
you did her,” said Lancelot. 

“There is no story. She was my steward until after Tedros was born. I 
had her dismissed. Now she’s back,” Guinevere said curtly. 

“Well, clearly something happened between you two—” 

“Nothing happened.” 

“Then why are you making the same face about her as you made around 
Millie?” 

“Who’s Millie?” Tedros asked. 

“A horny goat that used to chase your mother around the farm,” 
Lancelot said. 

Guinevere kicked him. 

“God, you two had a lot of free time out there,” Tedros muttered into the 
mirror. 

“Lady Gremlaine is irrelevant,” said Guinevere, sobering. “A steward 
only has responsibility over a prince until his coronation. After you seal 
your coronation, you’re in charge and can remove Lady Gremlaine from the 
castle once and for all.” 

“So what does that mean, ‘seal my coronation’? I repeat a few vows and 
give a speech?” Tedros asked, finally tired of looking at himself. He 
plopped on a sooty armchair next to the bed. 

His mother frowned. “You said you knew what happened at a 
coronation.” 

“That you didn’t need a ‘lecture’ from us,” sniped Lancelot. 

“Well, is there something special about the speech I should know 
about?” Tedros said impatiently. 

“There is no speech, you twit,” Lancelot retorted. 

Tedros blinked. “Then when do I introduce you two as part of my royal 
court?” 


His mother and Lancelot exchanged looks. “Um, Teddy, I don’t think 
that’s a good move—” 

“It’s the right move and the right move is the Good move,” said Tedros. 
“It’s been years since what happened between you two and Dad. I’m sure 
the people have moved on.” 

Lancelot drew a breath. “Tedros, it’s not that simple. You’re not 
thinking about all the—” 

“If we live in fear, well never get anything done,” said Tedros, cutting 
him off. “Tl tell this Gremlaine woman to seat you on the stage next to 
me.” 

“T’m sure that will go over well,” his mother said cryptically. 

Lancelot gave her another curious look, but Guinevere didn’t elaborate. 

Tedros let the point go. From his one interaction with Lady Gremlaine, 
he was confident his new steward would abide by his wishes. 

“So if there’s no speech, then what is there?” he asked, reclining against 
the chair. 

“The chaplain will swear you in and make you repeat your vows in front 
of the kingdom,” his mother said. “Then you have to complete a ceremonial 
test.” 

Tedros’ eyes widened. “Like those written tests we had in Good Deeds 
class?” 

“You really are clueless,” Lancelot grouched. “It’s a test of your father’s 
choosing, written in his will and revealed at the coronation.” 

“Pfft, Dad told me about that. That's not a ‘test,’” Tedros scoffed. “It’s a 
token gesture. Said he’d never pick something I couldn’t do. That he’d pick 
something to make me look as strong and commanding before my people as 
possible.” 

“Make you look strong and commanding? That’s a test in itself,” 
Lancelot murmured. 

Guinevere glared at him and moved next to her son. 

“So I have to perform the test Dad left for me?” said Tedros. “And 
then... I’m king.” 

“Then you’re king,” his mother smiled, ruffling his hair. 

Tedros smiled back, his heart light as a cloud (even though he’d have to 
comb his hair again). 

“But first there’s dancing monkeys,” said Lancelot. 


“Oh hush,” said Guinevere, chortling. 
Tedros glanced between them. “Very funny.” 
His mother was still laughing. 

“Very funny,” Tedros repeated. 


“Presenting the Mahaba Monkeys of Malabar Hills!” the courtier shouted. 

A cannon blew confetti on the crowd and the people cheered, at least 
50,000 of them, packed onto the hills beneath the castle. Per tradition, the 
drawbridge had been lowered, inviting citizens of Camelot onto royal 
grounds. They’d been crossing over since the morning to witness the 
coronation of King Arthur’s son and yet there were still thousands who 
wouldn’t fit, leaving them stranded on the drawbridge or below the cliffs, 
peering up at the castle balcony and the beautiful stone stage built for the 
occasion. 

Sitting onstage, however, Tedros knew full well it wasn’t stone. It was 
cheap, rickety wood, masked with paint that made it look like stone and it 
creaked hideously under the weight of his father’s throne. Even worse, hot 
wax dripped onto his sweltering robes from wobbly candelabras they’d 
nicked from the castle chapel to save on ceremonial torches. Still, he’d kept 
his mouth shut: Camelot was broke and splurging on a coronation would be 
irresponsible. But now, watching hapless performers from neighboring 
realms, he was beginning to lose patience. First there was a fire-eater from 
Jaunt Jolie who accidentally set her dress aflame; then a tone-deaf 
chanteuse from Foxwood who forgot the lyrics to “God Save the King”; 
then two portly young brothers from Avonlea who fell off a flying trapeze 
into the crowd... 

And now apes. 

“If they weren’t trying so hard, I’d think they were mocking me,” 
Tedros grumbled, itching under his robes. 

“Im afraid the more skilled acts were out of budget,” Lady Gremlaine 
said from her seat beside him, sipping at a goblet of sparkling water. “We 
did pay for the monkeys, however. They were your father’s favorite.” 

Tedros peered downstage at the six monkeys in red sequined fedoras, 
scratching their privates and wagging their bums out of synch. 

“Was this before or after he started drinking,” Tedros said. 

Lady Gremlaine didn’t laugh. 


Agatha would have, he thought peevishly. Not only that, but for a 
woman who’d been determined to spend time with him, Lady Gremlaine 
didn’t seem to like him much. 

When they first met last night, he’d assumed she thought him handsome 
and charming and would do anything he asked. But now that they were 
seated together, she kept throwing him skeptical looks any time he spoke as 
if he had the brain of an oyster. It was undermining his confidence right 
when he needed it most. 

“I don’t understand why Agatha can’t sit here with me,” he said, 
squinting at the royal gallery below on the lawn where she was just a 
shadow, cooped up with the dukes, counts, and other titled nobles. “Or my 
mother for that matter.” 

Lady Gremlaine straightened her turban. “Agatha is not your queen yet. 
After you’re married, she can join you at official events. As for your 
mother, given her and Lancelot’s ignominious flight from the castle, I 
thought it best to keep them out of sight and withhold news of their return 
until a more appropriate time.” 

Tedros followed her eyes to a white scrim curtaining off the balcony 
behind them. Through the scrim, he could see his mother and Lancelot 
watching the ceremony with a few maids and kitchen boys. 

“It's a wonder news hasn't leaked,” Lady Gremlaine added. “Lancelot 
made a spectacle throwing those advisors into the castle jail last night.” 

“Who cares if it had leaked?” Tedros countered. “The sooner we tell the 
people my mother and Lance have returned the better.” 

“Once you are crowned king, you can make your own decisions.” 

“It's just stupid having my own mother confined like a leper while I sit 
here with you,” Tedros badgered, glancing up at a cloud blocking the sun. 
“As if you’re my queen or something.” 

Lady Gremlaine pursed her lips. 

“When Merlin gets here, give him your seat, as he”1l be my real advisor 
once I’m king,” Tedros piled on. 

“Merlin won’t breach the gates of Camelot. After he deserted your 
father, Arthur had him banned from the kingdom,” said Lady Gremlaine. 

Tedros gave her a bewildered look. Neither Merlin nor his father had 
ever told him that. 


“Well, Arthur also put a death warrant on my mother’s head and she’s 
very much alive,” Tedros said brusquely. “I don’t follow an ex-king’s edict 
and neither does Merlin, even if it was my father’s.” 

“Then why isn’t Merlin here?” Lady Gremlaine challenged. 

Tedros bristled, wondering the same thing. “He’ll be here. You’ll see.” 

He has to be, the prince thought. The idea of ruling Camelot without 
Merlin was unfathomable. 

“I wouldn’t bet on it. Defying banishment is punished by death,” said 
Lady Gremlaine crisply. 

Tedros snorted. “If you think you can execute Merlin while Pm king 
you’re as clueless as those monkeys.” 

A sequined hat hit him in the face and he swiveled to see the chimps in 
a violent brawl, pummeling each other as the crowd tittered. 

“Is this really the best we can do?” Tedros moaned. “Who planned this 
idiocy?” 

“I did,” said Lady Gremlaine. 

“Well, let’s hope you’re not planning the wedding.” 

“The wedding is planned entirely by the future queen,” Lady Gremlaine 
said, her face a cold mask. “I hope she is capable.” 

“That’s a bet I’m willing to take,” said Tedros defiantly, trying not to 
frown. 

Agatha: the wedding planner? Hadn’t she dressed as a bride for 
Halloween? If it were up to her, they’d marry at midnight in a boneyard, 
with that satanic cat presiding. ... 

She'll be fine, he thought. Agatha always found a way. She’d no doubt 
share his opinion of Lady Gremlaine and his determination to prove her 
wrong. Plus, once Agatha saw how he handled his coronation, with royal 
decorum and integrity, she’d follow his example for the wedding. Soon 
Lady Grimface would be eating her words. 

A long while later, after the monkeys had been soothed with a vat of 
banana pudding and dragged from the stage, Tedros took his place before 
Camelot’s chaplain, perilously old, with a bright red nose and wiry hair 
growing out of his ears. The chaplain put his hand on Tedros’ back and 
guided him to the front of the stage, overlooking the teeming hills. 

On cue, the sun broke out from behind the cloud, spilling onto the 
young prince. 


An awed hush fell over the crowd. 

Tedros could see the legions gazing up at him with wide-eyed hope: the 
boy who vanquished the School Master . . . the boy who saved the Ever 
kingdoms . . . the boy who would make Camelot great again. 

“Pm king of all these people?” Tedros rasped, the weight of 
responsibility finally hitting him. 

“Oh, oh, your father asked the same thing, lad! Fear is a very good 
sign,” the old chaplain said, hacking a laugh. “And luckily, no one can hear 
us from way up here.” 

The chaplain turned to a skinny, red-haired altar boy, who carefully 
handed him a jeweled box. The chaplain opened it. Sunlight ricocheted 
through five spires like a web of gold, eliciting gasps from the mob. Tedros 
gazed down at King Arthur’s crown, the five-pointed fleur-de-lis, each with 
a diamond in the center. 

Once, when he was six, he’d stolen it from his father’s bed table and 
worn it to his lessons with Merlin, insisting the wizard bow and call him 
King. He assumed Merlin would put an end to his mischief—but instead the 
wizard obeyed his command, bowing eminently and addressing him as Your 
Majesty, all the way through math and astronomy and vocabulary and 
history. Perhaps the old wizard would have let him be king forever . . . but 
soon the young prince removed his crown and sheepishly returned it to his 
father’s table. For it was too heavy for his soft little head. 

Now, ten years later, the chaplain held out the very same crown. 
“Repeat after me, young prince. The words might sound a bit funny, given 
it’s an oath that harkens back two thousand years. But words aren’t what 
make a king. That fear you feel is all you need. Fear means you know this 
crown has a history and future far bigger than you. Fear means you are 
ready, dear Tedros: ready to quest for glory.” 

Legs quivering, Tedros repeated the chaplain’s oath. 

“By thy Lord, on wrest that Godes doth place on my head, I swear to 
uphold the honor of Camelot against all foel. I swear to be a beacon in the 
darknell to thy enlightened realm...” 

Like the old man warned, he tripped over the strange syllables and 
sounds, without knowing what he was saying. And yet, somewhere in his 
heart he did. His eyes welled up, the moment getting to him. Just a few 


years ago, he was a first-year boy at the School for Good and Evil, full of 
bluster and insecurity. 

Now the boy would be a king. 

A husband. 

And someday a father. 

Tedros made a silent prayer: that he would do Good as all three, just like 
the man who had made him. A man who he loved and missed every single 
day of his life. A man he’d give anything to touch one last time. 

The chaplain placed the crown upon Tedros’ head and tears streamed 
down the young king’s cheeks while the crowd roared a passionate ovation 
that lasted long after he’d managed to get his emotions under control. 

The chaplain patted his shoulder. “And now to seal the coronation and 
officially make you king, you must complete the ceremonial tes—” 

“Do you mind if I say a few words first?” he asked the chaplain. “To my 
people, I mean.” 

The chaplain furrowed. “It is a bit unusual to speak before the 
proceedings are complete, especially since no one will hear you.” 

Something fell from above, right into the folds of Tedros’ oversized 
robe: a small five-pointed white star, like the ones Merlin used to lay in 
tribute at his father’s tomb in Avalon. 

“Strange,” Tedros said, studying it closely. “Why would one of these 
be...” 

His voice instantly amplified for miles. 

The crowd gaped in astonishment, as did the chaplain, but Tedros knew 
full well where such sorcery had come from. 

He looked up into the big blue sky and smiled. “Thanks, M,” he 
whispered. 

Then he put the magic star on his shoulder so it would broadcast him far 
and wide. 

“Felt funny looking down at all of you without saying hello,” he spoke, 
his voice resounding over the cliffs. “So, um, hello! Pm Tedros. And 
welcome to the... . show.” 

Crickets. 

“Right. You know who I am. Same boy who used to stand here and 
fidget when my father gave speeches. Just older now. And hopefully a bit 
better looking.” 


A ripple of laughter. 

Tedros smiled, feeling the warmth of the crowd. They wanted to hear 
from him. They wanted him to do well. 

He searched for Agatha below, but the sun washed out the faces. He was 
so used to having his princess by his side when it mattered. But after all 
they’d been through, he could feel her inside him even when they were 
apart. What would she tell him to say? 

The same thing she always told him to say: the truth about what he was 
feeling. 

Only he was never very good at that. 

Tedros took a deep breath. 

“When I was a boy standing up here with my dad, Good and Evil 
seemed so black and white,” he said, his voice steadying. “But of all the 
things I learned at school, one lesson proved the most important: no one 
knows what is good or bad until after the story is written. No one knows if a 
happy ending will last or if a happy ending is happy at all. The only thing 
we have is the moment we are in and what we choose to do with it. 

“And so here we are at this moment. A moment where riding into 
Camelot doesn’t feel the same as it used to when I was a boy. We aren’t the 
shining kingdom by which all others are measured anymore. The streets are 
dirty, the people are hungry, and I can feel a rot at our core. Even the king’s 
chamber smells a bit moldy. 

“Part of it is neglect, of course,” Tedros went on, “and those responsible 
have been removed from power and punished. But that won’t fix our 
problems. Even if we could bring back my father, King Arthur couldn’t 
make things the way they were. The Woods have been changed forever by 
an Evil School Master. And though he is dead now, the line between Good 
and Evil has blurred. Enemies disguise as friends and friends as enemies. 
Look at our own Camelot, decayed from the inside.” 

The masses were rapt as they listened, their bodies like trees in a 
windless forest. 

“I may be young. I may be untested. But I trust my instincts,” Tedros 
declared, confidence growing. “Instincts that helped me find my way back 
to you even when I had Evil’s sword at my heart and an axe at my neck. 
Instincts that helped me choose the greatest of all princesses, soon to be 
your queen.” 


Everyone followed his eyes to the royal gallery, where the nobles 
stepped back, revealing Agatha in the sun’s spotlight. 

Tedros smiled, expecting applause. 

He didn’t get it. 

The crowd took in her pallid, ghostly face, buggy brown eyes, and 
witchy black helmet of hair and then seemed to look around her, as if she 
was a stand-in for the great princess Tedros was speaking of, as if they 
couldn’t believe that this was the Agatha whose fairy tale had grown so 
famous throughout the Endless Woods. . . . But then they saw the diadem on 
her head—the same tiara Arthur once bestowed upon his own wife—and 
their postures stiffened, a soft murmur building. 

“Together, Agatha and I have faced down terrible villains and found our 
happy ending,” said Tedros. “But after a fairy tale comes real life. This is no 
longer my and Agatha’s story, written by the Storian. This is the story of 
our kingdom, which we must all write together. A history and future you are 
now a part of, even those who doubted my father, even those who doubt me. 
Today we turn the page.” 

He took a deep breath. “And to prove that this is indeed the beginning 
of a new Camelot, my first act as your king is to present two members of 
my royal court. Two people who know our kingdom better than anyone and 
will protect it with love and courage.” 

From the corner of his eye, he saw Lady Gremlaine leap out of her seat 


In a flash, Tedros tomahawked Excalibur across the stage, slashing open 
the scrim over the castle balcony, before the sword planted blade-first in the 
balcony’s archway. 

“Presenting my mother, Queen Guinevere, and our greatest knight, Sir 
Lancelot!” 

Tedros beamed down at the crowd, believing full-heartedly that since 
he’d learned to forgive Guinevere and Lancelot, his people would do the 
same. 

But now there was a collective wide-eyed gape as if they’d all stopped 
breathing, and a cold, deathly silence. 

“Come, Mother. Come Lance,” Tedros prodded, hurrying over to his 
mother and yanking at her hand— 


Gobsmacked, Guinevere stumbled over the fallen scrim, losing a shoe 
and almost face-planting before Lancelot caught her and glared daggers at 
Tedros. “What the hell are you doing!” 

“Sit down!” Tedros hissed, shoving his one-shoed mother into his 
throne and Lancelot into Lady Gremlaine’s seat, while Lady Gremlaine 
gawped in horror. 

Something in the crowd changed too. Tedros felt it in his gut: the way 
the once warm, hopeful air had turned wary upon his unveiling of Agatha 
and now had become menacing and tense. Sweat pooled beneath his crown. 

His heart had told him welcoming back his mother and Lancelot was the 
right thing to do... the Good thing... 

Did I make a mistake? 

He swallowed his doubt. No going back now. 

“Let’s get to the test,” Tedros pressured the chaplain, eager to seal this 
coronation and get his mother and Agatha inside. 

“Yes—uh—of course,” the chaplain stammered, his eyes darting to 
Guinevere and the knight as he fumbled a faded parchment card from his 
robes. “Uh, hear ye, hear ye. As all prior kings, King Arthur Pendragon 
conceived this test to prove his successor be worthy of—” 

Tedros ripped the card from his hands and read it out loud, his voice 
booming through the magic star: 

“To seal his coronation, the future King of Camelot must pull Excalibur 
from an ordinary stone, as I once did.” 

“Wow. That’s easy,” he blurted, voice echoing. 

He hadn’t meant for the crowd to hear that. 

“CAN SOMEONE FIND ME A STONE?’ Tedros puffed, glancing 
uselessly around the stage. 

Lancelot shifted in his chair, which made the stage creak so loudly the 
audience’s eyes went to him. 

“Preferably one that isn’t made out of wood,” the knight said. 

A ruckus echoed behind him and everyone turned to see the red-haired 
altar boy careen through the fallen scrim onto the stage, having tripped on 
Guinevere’s shoe. “Sorry! That’s my cue!” he squawked, dragging an iron 
anvil behind him. “Behold! The stone from which King Arthur once pulled 
Excali—” 


The heavy anvil splintered the wooden platform. The edge of the stage 
imploded and the anvil plummeted straight through the hole like a 
cannonball, down to a cliff, where it bounced off the rock and fell into the 
ocean. 

“This is going well,” said Lancelot. 

Tedros scorched pink. 

His mother’s eyes were glued to her one shoe. Lady Gremlaine wasn’t 
on the stage anymore. And he couldn't even look in Agatha’s direction. 
He’d wanted the coronation to show her what kind of king he’d be. Instead, 
she was probably as mortified as he was. 

“Merlin . .. some help?” he peeped desperately, glancing upwards. 

A pigeon pooed, just missing his head. 

“Enough,” Tedros boiled, jaw clenching. “To seal the coronation, I have 
to pull a sword from a stone? Well, the sword’s in one right now!” 

He stamped to the back of the stage and the once-curtained-off castle 
balcony, where Excalibur was still lodged blade-first into the stone archway. 

“So if I pull my sword out of this stone, it’s done, right? We can all go 
home,” he barked at the chaplain. 

“Well, I don’t believe your father meant—” 

“TS IT DONE OR IS IT NOT,” Tedros bullied. 

The chaplain quailed. “Oh, yes... I suppose. .. .” 

Tedros grabbed the hilt, practically screeching into the star on his 
shoulder, deafening the crowd: “Then in the name of my father, my 
kingdom, and my people, I hereby accept my place as Leader, Protector, 
and King of Camelot!” 

He pulled at the sword. 

It didn’t move. 

“Huh?” 

Tedros jerked harder. Still didn’t budge. 

He could hear the restless mob shifting. 

Putting his foot on the wall, he pried at the blade with all of his strength, 
his biceps straining against his skin— 

Nope. Nothing. 

Tedros was sweating now. He pulled right, left, front, back, trying to 
make the sword slide, but with each pull it seemed to bury harder into the 


stone. It didn’t make sense. Excalibur wasn’t wedged that deep and the 
archway’s stone was loamy and weak. Why wasn’t it moving? 

People in the crowd were clutching each other, pointing at him open- 
mouthed. They knew what was happening. They knew after promising to 
save them as king, he was failing the first test that would make him king, a 
test that shouldn’t have been a test at all— 

“Merlin... ,” he pleaded, but the sky was clear overhead, the white star 
on his shoulder lost and gone. 

He couldn’t breathe, his wet grip on the hilt making his pulls shallow 
and frantic. His crown skewed on his head. His coronation gown ripped at 
the seams— 

Please, he begged, heaving at the sword. Please! 

Lancelot ran up. “Just yank the damn thing out!” he said, helping him 
jostle the hilt— 

Tedros shoved him away. “It’s my test—I have to do 1t—” 

But he pushed Lancelot too hard, who knocked backwards straight into 
the chaplain, upending the old man over the balcony. His priestly gown 
caught on the railing, leaving him dangling upside down, robes over his 
head, exposed save for his saggy pantaloons. Gold coins showered out of 
his pockets onto the crowd, causing a stampede for them as the chaplain 
howled. The altar boy ran to help his master, only to plunge through the 
hole in the stage left by the lost anvil. 

Paralyzed, Tedros scanned the scene: Lancelot hoisting the chaplain 
over a balcony; Guinevere lurching to rescue a squealing altar boy hanging 
off a beam; his kingdom’s people punching each other for a handful of 
coins... 

And six monkeys straddling a sword stuck in stone, slathering it with 
banana pudding, and sliding up and down the blade. 

Tedros dropped to his knees. 

“IT’S THEM!” a woman bellowed down below, pointing at Lancelot 
and Guinevere. “THEY’VE CURSED US! THEY’VE CURSED 
CAMELOT!” 

“RIGHT FROM THE BEGINNING!” an old man yelled. 

“WHY’D YOU THINK ARTHUR WANTED ’EM DEAD!” his wife 
shouted. 

“TRAITORS!” a young boy heckled. 


“FINKS!” 

From the masses exploded a murderous mob, climbing up the stage’s 
beams towards Guinevere and Lancelot— 

“GET THEM!” 

“KILL THEM!” 

But the beams couldn’t support their weight and shattered like sticks, 
sending the remainder of the stage timbering down over the crowd, the 
candles igniting the wood and pooled wax and detonating the stage like a 
fireball into the drawbridge. Shrieking villagers fled for their lives just as 
royal guards came smashing out the balcony windows, armed with swords 
and spears, led by Lady Gremlaine. 

“TRAITORS!” the terrible cries echoed below. “MONSTERS!” 

As people hurled things at the balcony, guards grabbed Guinevere and 
Lancelot and spirited them inside to safety, along with the others. 

Only Tedros stayed behind, pulling and pulling at Excalibur, his 
bleeding hands slick with pudding, his face streaked with tears, before he 
suddenly felt the arms of men throw him over their shoulders 

“No! I can do it!” he choked, hands flailing for the sword. “T can do it!” 

He screamed those words again and again, voice crumbling to rasps as 
they dragged him into the castle, until all that remained of Camelot’s Great 
Hope was a sobbing little boy, crown slid down over his eyes, hands 
stabbing wildly into the dark. 





SOPHIE 
Flah-se-dah 


“So is he king or isn’t he?” Dean Sophie asked, nose buried in the Royal 
Rot. “According to the Camelot Courier, he is, but according to the Rot, he 
isn t. What both agree on, however, is that once Tedros finds a way to pull 
Excalibur out of that balcony, then it’s settled and he’s king once and for all. 
But if someone else were to pull Excalibur out before Teddy . . . well, it 
wouldn’t matter, would it, since only the blood of Arthur can sit upon the 
throne . . . which means Tedros is king, now and forever, though it sounds 
like he’s only a ‘half-king’ without respect or support... or a sword.” 





Draped in a plushy black bathrobe, Sophie leaned back, picking at the 
curlers in her blond hair as she scanned more articles: 


EXCLUSIVE INTERVIEW WITH CORONATION MONKEYS! 


AGATHA: LOYAL PRINCESS... OR WITCH WHO CURSED THE 
CORONATION? 


HORRO-NATION FALLOUT: IS LANCELOT PLOTTING TO 
STEAL THE CROWN? 


“Six months later and it’s all anyone still talks about,” Sophie sighed, 
folding the newspaper and fingering a vial of gold liquid hanging from her 
necklace. “Poor, poor Teddy.” 

“If Teddy’s so poor, why are you smiling,” grunted Hort. 

Sophie looked out at her shirtless, raven-haired friend and two first-year 
Neverboys in sleek black uniforms lugging a marble statue of her across 
newly refurbished Evil Hall. “Are you implying that I’m happy about my 
two best friends being the laughingstock of Camelot? Are you implying that 
I take secret delight in whatever strains this humiliation has put upon their 
relationship?” 

“You stalked Tedros for three years, tried to marry a murderous sorcerer 
to make him jealous, then held the whole Woods hostage when Tedros 
wouldn’t kiss you,” Hort said, rippled muscles shining as he slid Sophie’s 
statue through the red-and-gold ballroom. Above him, a few Nevergirls 
teetered on ladders to hang a chandelier, each crystal shaped like an S. 
“Plus, you’ve been writing Agatha for months trying to hijack the wedding 
planning and she won’t write you back and now you secretly want the 
wedding to bomb,” he added. “So yeah, not really implying. More just 
saying it.” 

Sophie stared at him. “I want to be helpful to Aggie, Hort. She’s far 
away in a whole new kingdom, preparing for the biggest day of her life, and 
I want to be there for her. Am I hurt she hasn’t responded? A little, perhaps. 
But Pm not mad.” 

“When you’re hurt, you get mad,” said Hort. “You get so mad that you 
turn witchy and start wars and people die. Check the history textbook.” 

“Oh sweetie, that’s the past,” Sophie groaned, reclining against her 
glass throne, shaped like a five-pointed crown. “It’s a new year now and 
I’ve moved on, just like our former classmates who are off in the Woods, 
pursuing their fairy-tale quests. Look... .” 

She slipped the lid off the vial attached to her necklace and turned the 
vial upside down, emptying the gold liquid. But instead of falling to the 
floor, the liquid suspended midair, creating the outline of a large square 
before it magically filled in with a magnificent three-dimensional map of 


the Endless Woods. Scattered across kingdoms near and far were dozens of 
brightly colored figurines, like an army of toy soldiers, each resembling a 
fourth-year student from the School for Good and Evil and labeled with 
their name. 

“And from the Quest Map, it looks like our friends are doing quite 
well,” said Sophie. “See, here’s Beatrix in Jaunt Jolie, fighting with Reena 
and Millicent as her sidekicks. . . . Here’s Ravan in Akgul, plundering the 
Iron Village with Drax as his henchman and Arachne as his mogrified 
newt. . . . Here’s Hester, Dot, and Anadil in Kyrgios on some ‘important’ 
mission they won’t tell me about, though it can’t be that important if they’re 
never in the same kingdom for more than a day. . . . And here’s Chaddick, 
off on Avalon Island by himself—mmm, strange; I thought he’d gone to 
Camelot to be Tedros’ knight. Why would he be in Avalon? Nothing but 
snow and tundra. No one even lives there. Well, except the Lady of the 
Lake, but she seals her castle’s gates to everyone except Merlin and 
Camelot’s king. . . . But it looks like Chaddick’s figure is inside her gates, 
doesn’t it? Maybe he’s flying over the island on a stymph or 
something... .” 

“Blue means they’re winning their quest?” Hort asked. 

“And red means they’re losing. That’s why my name is in blue,” 
preened Sophie, pointing to her figurine by the miniature school towers on 
the map. “My quest as Dean was to bring Evil into a new age, and clearly 
I’ve succeeded.” 

“Well, my name’s in blue too,” said Hort, spotting his figure obscured 
by Sophie’s. “My students love me, I work out every night, and I’ve even 
started getting fan mail. Just the other day I got a note in a girl’s 
handwriting saying I was her favorite character from your story and that 
they didn’t make boys like me in Woods Beyond. Must be a Reader from 
your old town—” 

“Or Castor playing a prank,” Sophie sniffed. 

The puff went out of Hort’s chest. “Hey, wait a second. Isn’t it weird 
that every single name on this map is blue? Shouldn’t someone be losing 
their quest?” 

“Ever since Clarissa gave me this map, we’ve been nothing but 
winners,” Sophie crowed. “So either I’m good luck or we’re a very talented 
group.” 


“Or your map is broken, which would explain why it says Chaddick is 
inside the Lady of the Lake’s gates when that’s impossible,” said Hort. 
“Look, even Tedros and Agatha are in blue, which means, according to the 
Quest Map, they’re doing just fine.” 

Sophie peered at him, then at Agatha’s and Tedros’ names in Camelot, 
just as blue as the others. 

“That can’t be right,” she murmured. “How can Tedros be winning? I 
read Camelot’s papers every day. He’s the town fool! He’s a disgrace!” 

She saw Hort smirking at her. 

“Poor Teddy,” he said. 

Sophie rose from her throne and sashayed past Hort. “Oh please, for all 
we know, Clarissa hexed his name to make him look good. Fairy 
godmothers love to cheat.” She swept her hand through the map, dispersing 
it to liquid and back into the vial on her neck. “And honestly, I can’t worry 
about a failed king and a princess who isn’t even queen and yet is somehow 
too busy to write her best friend. I have my school to run: 125 new Nevers 
who think Tedros and Agatha are old news and have their eyes on me. Plus, 
I have these pesky Readers we’ve accepted, who don’t have a clue. Why, on 
the very first day, a girl from Gavaldon caved in an entire classroom. So my 
hands are quite full, thank you. And even if I could spare a thought for 
Tedros—or any boy, for that matter—it would be a wasted one. I’m 
completely happy on my own, unattached and untroubled by the vagaries of 
love. Flah-sé-dah, that’s my new mantra: a blissful mélange of ‘laissez- 
faire’ and ‘la-di-da.’ Who needs the stress of love when there’s important 
work to do? I prefer a modest life now, dedicated to my students.” 

“Um, throwing a Dean’s Dance the second week of school with the 
theme ‘Night of a Thousand Sophies’ where people have to dress up in 
outfits inspired by your fairy tale doesn’t seem modest to me,” said Hort, 
his Neverboy helpers murmuring assent as they polished the statue of 
Sophie in hooded robes, a crown of flowers upon her head. “Nor does 
taking half the Evil students out of class to decorate for it serve anyone but 
you, Hort added, surveying the ballroom filled with Nevergirls in chic 
leather dresses and high black boots and Neverboys in stylish leather coats 
and skinny black pants, all hard at work: hanging tapestries of Sophie’s best 
moments as a student, polishing stained glass windows of Sophie’s face, 


and scrubbing the marble floor branded with a red S circled by olive leaves 
and topped with a gold crown. 

“And yet here you are, helping them,” Sophie said, simpering at Hort. 

“Yeah, so you'll take me to the dance.” 

“A Dean doesn’t need a date to her own dance,” Sophie bristled. 

“But maybe she wants one,” said Hort, sweat dripping. 

“What I want is for you to put on a shirt,” said Sophie, eyeing his 
sculpted torso. 

“I seem to have lost it,” said Hort. 

Sophie arched a brow. “Indeed.” 

“Um, Professor?” a voice peeped. 

Hort and Sophie turned. 

Fifty first years blinked at them. “Someone’s knocking on the door,” a 
vampiric-looking girl wisped. 

A barrage of loud raps echoed through the Hall. 

Sophie waited until the knocking stopped. “Really? I don’t hear a 
thing.” 

“By the way, I liked the castle better how it was before, when it was 
crumbly and dirty,” Hort said, rubbing out a stain on Sophie’s statue with 
his hand. “Everything’s too clean now. Like we’re trying to hide 
something.” 

“Hogwash. How could anyone possibly prefer the o/d Evil,” Sophie 
pooh-poohed, glancing out the window at the renovated towers of Malice, 
Mischief, and Vice, lit up with red-and-gold paper lanterns. “Evil was so 
dark before. So morose and unattractive. No wonder we were always the 
losers. We acted like losers!” 

“So Evil’s been around since the dawn of time, waiting for you to save 
it?” said Hort, stonefaced. 

“Darling, if it wasn’t for me, Evil would have kept playing second 
fiddle to Good, dying in every story for no other reason than it made a tidier 
ending for the sweet, pretty Ever to win. But now look at us: new uniforms, 
new classes, new castle... . A new brand of Evil. Which is why I’ve 
invited the students from Good to join our dance tonight. I want them to see 
Evil is no longer the ugly stepsister. Evil is young and glamorous and en 
vogue. Tonight isn’t just a celebration; it’s a flag in the sand. A flag that 


says: it’s Evil’s time now. And if we happen to bring a few Evers into our 
ranks along the way... well, then, flah-sé-dah.” 

She snapped her fingers—a scrawny, brown, rat-faced boy ran in from 
the wings and handed her a glass of green juice. 

“Isn’t that right, Bogden?” Sophie smiled, sipping her juice. 

“Flah-sé-dah,” he squeaked, fanning her with a palm frond. 

Hort glared at the rat boy. “Why is he here?” 

More loud knocks assaulted the Hall. 

“Bogden of Woods Beyond?” said Sophie innocently, ignoring the 
knocks. “Didn’t you have him in class, Professor Hort? You are our 
school’s teacher of Evil history, are you not? Or do you make it a habit of 
not paying attention to the students you teach?” 

Hort clenched his teeth. “First of all, I’m here to teach history as a last- 
minute favor to you since no one wanted a job where everybody who takes 
it ends up dead. Second, I shouldn’t even be here since Lady Lesso assigned 
me a normal quest like everyone else, which means my little soldier on your 
magic map should be in Maidenvale, fighting dragons and elves and maybe 
even getting my own fairy tale. But instead I left my quest to help you—” 

“As Dean, I have the right to modify your quest as I see fit,” said 
Sophie. 

“—and third, I know perfectly well who Bogden is,” Hort plowed on, 
“because he flunked my challenges and every other teacher’s the first week, 
which means he should have been expelled, since by your new rules, 
anyone who fails three challenges in a row is sent packing.” 

“I know my rules, thank you. I just couldn’t bring myself to fail a fellow 
Reader,” Sophie sighed. “I too came from humble beginnings. I too craved 
a life better than Gavaldon’s, where I would have to churn butter and wash 
clothes and marry an obese man who expected me to obey him and you 
know ... cook. It’s why I started accepting applications from Readers. They 
deserve to live out their fairy tales.” 

“Then why have you been complaining about Readers the past two 
weeks?” Hort asked. 

“Just that one Gavaldon Girl who destroyed a classroom and gives me 
the Evil eye every time she sees me. And not in a Good way. Bogden, on 
the other hand, treats me like a goddess,” Sophie said, beaming at the rat- 
faced boy. “So after his poor first week, I gave him the choice between 


being sent home or being my personal steward for the year. Looks a bit like 
the old you, doesn’t he, Hort? Before you started lifting weights to look like 
Tedros, I mean.” 

Harder knocking now. 

“If this is what you’re like as Dean, I can’t imagine what you’d have 
been like as Camelot’s queen,” said Hort. 

“Psshh, no way,” Sophie said, lounging against her throne. “Presiding at 
court while people present their problems . . . that’s not me.” 

KNOCK! KNOCK! KNOCK! 

“Oh, let them in, for heaven’s sake!” Sophie moaned. 

Instantly Bogden snatched a rolled-up red carpet from behind Sophie’s 
throne and unfurled it across Evil Hall, shunting Nevers out of the way with 
catlike hisses before he flung open the doors with a courtier’s bow— 

A gaggle of adults flurried down the carpet, waving wild arms and 
shouting so loudly that Sophie peeked around for a window to jump out of. 

“You can’t yank students out of class willy-nilly!” Professor Bilious 
Manley yelled, pimply head flushing red. 

“You can’t invite Evers into Evil castle without School Master 
approval!” scolded Professor Sheeba Sheeks, shaking her fists. 

“You can’t turn the School Master’s tower into your own private 
residence!” said Yuba the Gnome, white beard twitching. 

“YOU THINK THAT’S BAD? SHE MADE BATHS MANDATORY!” 
Castor the Dog bellowed. “FOR TEACHERS TOO.” 

The others gasped. 

Sophie cinched her bathrobe tighter, curlers bouncing like Christmas 
ornaments. “First of all, I can do whatever I want with our students since 
I’m Dean. Second, seeing there is no School Master, I could invite Evers to 
a tarheeled hootenanny if I felt like 1t and no one could stop me! Third, 
even if we have a fleet of new fairies watching the Storian, I felt more 
secure living beside it, given that the protection of the enchanted pen is our 
school’s top priority—” 

“And this protection includes renovating the tower to be a five-star 
hotel?” Manley barked, pointing out the window at scaffolding encasing the 
School Master’s spire. “The stymphs’ construction on the tower has been 
going on for months and nearly suffocated us all with dust! We’ve had 
enough!” 


Sophie glared. “You expected me to live in that old stone cell like Rafal 
once did? Without silk carpeting or a proper bathtub or 360-degree 
lighting?” 

The teachers were speechless. 

Wolf howls echoed in the hallway. 

“T believe that’s your cue to get back to teaching and mine to get ready 
for a Dean’s Dance,” said Sophie, rising from her throne— 

Evil Hall’s doors flung open once more and Clarissa Dovey marched in, 
silver hair fraying from her high bun, beetle wings flapping on her green 
teacher’s gown. 

“If it is, in fact, a Dean’s Dance, then one would assume I’m invited, 
since I am a Dean,” she said, gliding down the red carpet, a gold vial 
identical to Sophie’s dangling around her neck. “Only I received no such 
invitation.” 

“Tonight is a celebration of glamour, charisma, and hope. Despite the 
rather maleficent entrance, I’m afraid you’d feel quite out of place,” said 
Sophie coolly. 

“And yet you invited my students,” said Dovey. 

“Who have RSVPed in remarkable numbers,” said Sophie. “I can assure 
you that none of my first years would attend a dance in your castle. And if 
they did, the fusty old smell would surely drive them away.” 

Dean Dovey’s eyes flashed. “Oh, how the School Master will cook your 
goose.” 

“Too bad there is no School Master,” Sophie purred. 

Clarissa leaned in, eye to eye. “That will soon change.” 

Sophie turned dead white. 

The Dean of Good swept out of the Hall, Evil’s teachers following her, 
until the doors slammed behind them, shaking the chandelier. A clump of S 
crystals fell and shattered against Sophie’s glass throne. 

She hardly noticed as Bogden picked shards out of her hair, her big, 
spooked pupils fixed on the door. 

“New School M-M-Master?” she croaked. 

She saw Hort, barechested against her statue, grinning like a weasel. 

“Flah-sé-dah,” he sang. 


THE COVEN 


Mission Diverted 


“Lers say a new Dean steps out of bounds—” started Hester. 

“And becomes a menace to her own school,” added Anadil. 

“And throws parties in honor of herself and forces everyone to take 
baths and makes kids eat boiled asparagus and wheatgrass,” said Dot. 





“What would you do if you were School Master?” Hester finished. 

The three witches each held a notebook open, feathered pen at the ready. 

Seated in his rickety hut at the top of a very tall pea-tree, the Grand 
Vizier of Kingdom Kyrgios scratched his long, curly black beard, speckled 
with gold flakes like the strands of his flowing black hair. “I’m assuming 
this new Dean is... young?” 

“And blond,” said Dot. 


“I see,” mulled the Vizier in a deep baritone. “I would encourage this 
Dean to think closely about what is going on in her personal life that is 
affecting her professional one. Sometimes a Dean thinks a life of service is 


enough to bring fulfillment. And when it isn’t, they begin to push 
boundaries as a cry for help. A School Master can look that Dean in the eye 
and ask: “What is it you really need?’ Sometimes it’s as simple as a 
vacation to the salt baths in Shazabah. But sometimes it’s more than that. 
Much more. And it takes someone wise—deeply wise—to draw that out.” 

Hester saw Anadil’s eyes flick to her before finding the Vizier’s once 
more. “But why would a Dean of Evil listen to you if you were School 
Master?” the albino girl asked. “You’re from an Ever kingdom, and no 
offense, even if you pledge to be ‘impartial,’ most Nevers think Evers are 
half-brained, milk-livered airtraps.” (Three black rats poked out of her 
pocket and hissed agreement.) 

“Well, having two School Masters, one Good and one Evil, didn’t work 
out, did it?” the Vizier answered, glancing at the wooden clock on his 
mantel. “I suggest this time you focus on quality over quantity. Also, as Pd 
hope you’d have learned in your history classes, Kingdom Kyrgios was 
once a Never kingdom. Which means given my long life span, I’ve served 
both Ever and Never kings with equal success.” 

Dot scribbled a few notes, her stomach burbling loudly. “Speaking of 
life spans, from our research, it seems you’ve been able to stay alive this 
long by using a variety of life-extending magic. Excuse my bluntness, but 
we don’t want a School Master who will drop dead his second week on the 
job. How much longer do you expect to live?” 

“Are the crisps stale? None of you have touched them,” the Vizier said. 

Hester followed his eyes to the green-colored chips stacked on a plate. 
Like everything else in Kyrgios, they smelled of peas, since peas were the 
lifeblood of the kingdom. The Kyrgians even slept inside the pea pods that 
hung off trees like the one they were in now. Luckily, the witches weren’t 
staying the night since they had another interview scheduled in Pasha 
Dunes the next morning. 

“Not hungry. Had a big breakfast,” Hester snipped, though Dot’s 
stomach was rumbling like a kettledrum now. “Now if you don’t mind 
answering Dot’s question...” 

“Im confused. When is Dean Dovey joining us?” the Vizier asked, 
frowning. “I need to get back to work. We’ve had strange attacks of late: a 
rogue carriage deliberately running over people, along with reports of 


pirates lurking near the Four Point, which is sacred land. I made the time to 
come here, assuming your Dean would be present.” 

“And we thank you for making that time. But as we informed you in our 
letter, Dean Dovey entrusted us with the task of researching, locating, and 
interviewing possible School Master candidates as our fourth-year quest,” 
Hester spouted, as if she’d had to say this many times before. “Though we 
check in wıth Dean Dovey regularly, she will only be meeting with our final 
nominees.” 

The Vizier smiled blandly. “So Dovey remains in her glass towers 
fussing over lunch menus and school dances while she leaves the crucial 
work of choosing a School Master, protecting the Storian, and defending 
the balance of our world to... children.” 

“Children who have spent the last six months meeting with some of the 
most illustrious heroes and villains in the Woods,” said Anadil. 

“Children who have sought out candidates in floating mountains, cloud 
forests, piranha lakes, active volcanoes, ice castles, mermaid lagoons, 
elephant graveyards, and the belly of a very large whale,” said Dot. 

“Children who will do whatever it takes to find the right person for the 
job, because this is our fairy-tale quest,” said Hester, demon tattoo 
twitching on her neck. 

“Wouldn’t you rather be fighting a giant or elf-prince so you can get 
your name in a storybook?” the Vizier said, becoming serious. “This all 
feels like a leader sending their henchmen to get the job done. And that 
never turns out well.” 

“Unless the leader knows we are the only people who can get the job 
done,” said Hester. “Because this is a quest that will shape Good and Evil 
for a long time to come and our coven cares more about that than having 
our names in a storybook, which is precisely why Professor Dovey picked 
us in the first place. And if she—the Dean of our enemy school—is willing 
to put the fate of the Woods in our hands rather than her own or anyone 
else’s, then I suggest you stop worrying about our ages and start worrying 
about how to best respect the students you so wisely expect to lead.” 

The Vizier gaped at her. 

“That’s all,” chimed Dot, turning a pea-crisp to chocolate and flouncing 
with her friends out of his hut. 


A moment later Dot shuffled back in. “Can you help us get down from 
this tree?” 


Dovey checked in with them each day at one o’clock, so the witches found 
a place to settle for lunch in Eternal Springs, a small jungle kingdom fifteen 
miles from Kyrgios. Eternal Springs was populated entirely by animals 
since it rained nearly every day of the year, and despite the abundance of 
greenery and food, no human or sentient creature wanted to live in a place 
that wet. As the witches waded through lush thickets and colorful flowers in 
their dumpy black dresses and boots, Hester could see deer, storks, and 
squirrels watching them as if they were an eclipse of the sun. 

They’d been on foot most of these past six months, since the 
Flowerground had restored only limited service after being ravaged during 
the previous School Master’s reign. Along the way, they’d seen wonderful, 
curious things: the kingdom of Kasatkina, ruled entirely by cats; the Night 
Pools in Netherwood, which brought your worst fears to life; the Living 
Library in Pifflepaff Hills, which had ancestry scrolls on every soul in the 
Woods, kept by a very large bat; and the Caves of Contempo in Borna 
Coric, where time ran backwards. They’d even taken a ride aboard the 
legendary Blue-Boned Stymph, from which they’d had a rare view of the 
Four Point: a small, square plot of land at the intersection of four kingdoms. 
It was the site of King Arthur’s last battle, where he’d been mortally 
wounded, and was now considered a truce mark between Good and Evil, 
explained Hester, who’d read about it in A Students History of the Woods. 
Camelot’s flag flew high over the land, whose boundaries were guarded by 
four walls made of rushing waterfalls, enchanted by the Lady of the Lake. If 
anyone got close enough that even a drop of water touched their skin, the 
Lady would reach out and drown them. The girls had made sure to stay at a 
safe distance as they flew on to their next interview in Hamelin. 

But that was back when they’d first started, when the search for a 
School Master was marvelous fun, no matter how tiring or dangerous. 
Endless travel in the summer heat had taken its toll: Dot had blisters and an 
aching lower back, Hester’s demon had a perpetual frown, and even 
Anadil’s albino-white skin had the hint of a tan. At least they were safe here 
in Eternal Springs, if a little damp, and after six months of crossing in and 
out of new kingdoms, all in pursuit of the best possible candidates they 


could take back to their Dean . . . well, safety was about as much as they 
could ask for. 

Finding a spot under a well-canopied palm, Hester whipped up a lunch 
of avocados and custard-apples that she’d snapped off trees, while Anadil 
cracked open a few coconuts filled with sweet water and Dot spread out 
sheets of crumpled old newspaper she’d dug out of her bag so they 
wouldn’t have to sit in wet dirt. For ten minutes, they ate silently as rain 
spritzed around them, the three witches lost in their own heads, before they 
came out of their fugue all at once, like best friends often do. 

“T thought this last one was the most promising so far,” Anadil said, 
watching her rats wrestle over a dead caterpillar. 

“Pea-man?” Dot snarfled, mouth full. 

“Calm, reasonable .. . I can see him in the School Master’s tower,” 
Anadil continued, slurping coconut water. “Even more than the Ice Giant 
from Frostplains, the fairy-rights activist from Gillikin, or that monkey king 
from Runyon Mills.” 

“None of them have been right,” muttered Hester. “We can do better.” 

“At some point, we have to pick someone, Hester. It’s been six months,” 
said Anadil. “Without a School Master, the Storian is vulnerable. So are the 
Woods.” 

“I liked the Augur of Ladelflop,” said Dot. “He told me I was pretty.” 

“He was blind,” snapped Anadil. 

“Oh. Pea-man was better, then,” said Dot. 

“We have to pick someone by the wedding,” Anadil resolved, giving 
Hester a wary look. “We’re not missing the wedding, right?” 

Hester paused, picking at her food before looking up. “No. We’re not 
missing the wedding.” 

Anadil sighed softly. 

“No letters from Agatha in months, though,” Dot said, sliding off her 
boots. “Not since the one where she pretended like everything at Camelot 
was peaches and roses. Hope the wedding’s still on.” 

“Dovey would have told us if it wasn’t,” said Anadil. 

“I knew we should have been at the coronation. Maybe we could have 
stopped everything from going belly-up,” said Dot. 

“Finding a new School Master was more important than watching 
Tedros make an ass of himself... again,” said Hester, pulling back her red- 


and-black hair. “I’m sure he’ll give a repeat performance in two months.” 

“The wedding’s that soon?” Dot said. 

“Here comes the ‘wedding diet.’ Let me guess: everything you touch 
will turn to kim-chi,” Anadil cracked. 

“Noooo ma’am. No more diets. I’ve been fat, I’ve been thin. Fat is 
better, no matter what Daddy says,” Dot piped, digging into her chocolate- 
avocado pudding. “I just mean time is going fast and we haven’t found a 
School Master yet.” 

They suddenly noticed Hester had gone quiet, squinting at her food. 

“Hester?” Dot prodded. 

Hester lifted her half-eaten avocado and studied the newspaper beneath 
the dish. “How old is this paper?” 

“Um, got it in Gillikin .. . so like three weeks ago?” said Dot. 

Hester leaned in, inspecting the headlines on the crusty parchment: 


PIRATES TAKE OVER PORTS IN JAUNT JOLIE; NUMBERS 
GROWING 


KIDNAPPING FOILED IN RAINBOW GALE 
FIRE AT GLASS MOUNTAIN ORCHARD 


Her stomach twisted. Every single headline involved one of their 
classmates’ quests. Beatrix was leading the charge against vicious pirates in 
Jaunt Jolie; Vex and Mona were supposed to kidnap the Seer of Rainbow 
Gale who’d been helping Evers cheat their happy endings; Kiko was with 
the group tending the consecrated orchard atop Glass Mountain. .. . 

And from the headlines, it didn’t sound like any of it was going well. 

“What's wrong?” Anadil asked, her rats peeking up from their meal. 

Hester put her own food down, obscuring the parchment. No use 
worrying her friends over old news. Besides, was it her fault if her 
classmates were incompetent twits and failing their missions? Right now, 
she had her own quest to worry about. 

She turned to her friends. “Are you sure we’re asking the right 
questions?” 


“You mean should we be asking candidates if they like candlelit dinners 
and walks on the beach?” said Anadil. “After six months, eighty interviews, 
and I don’t know how many nights listening to Dot fart in her sleep, now 
you’re wondering if we’re asking the right questions?” 

“It was those lentil cakes in Drupathi,” Dot lamented. 

“T just keep thinking about what Lady Lesso would do if she was here,” 
Hester said, “because it feels like everyone we meet is saying exactly what 
we want to hear. Like how do we know Mr. Calm and Reasonable won’t 
turn into psychotic Rafal the moment he gets near the Storian?” 

Dot and Anadil had no defense. 

“Look, I know some are definitely better than others,” said Hester, “but 
this is the future School Master we’re talking about—the protector of the 
pen that rules all our lives—and we can’t make a mistake.” 

“But we also can’t read their minds,” pushed Anadil. “And the longer 
we wait, the more chance there is that someone swoops in and tries to fill 
the School Master’s place on his own. Someone as bad as Rafal. Or worse. 
And then who are the Woods going to turn to for help? The King of 
Camelot, like they used do? Tedros? You think he can lead? You think he 
can unite Good and Evil? He couldn’t even get through his own 
coronation!” 

Hester watched her avocado turn black. 

“Besides, it’s not like we’re making the final decision. We just have to 
give Dovey a shortlist. The final decision is up to her—” Anadil persisted. 

“It's up to both Deans,” Hester shot back. “Do you really want Sophie 
picking the next School Master? After she fell in love with the last one?” 

“Mmm, he’d be pretty at least,” Dot mused. “Sophie does have good 
taste in men.” 

Hester gave her a putrid look. 

“What? It’s true,” Dot said. “She’s probably sneaking gorgeous 
Everboys into Evil as we speak.” 

“Maybe the old Sophie would have,” Anadil countered. “But she’s Dean 
now. She’s the face of Evil.” 

“Ani’s right. She has changed,” Hester admitted. “I mean we hated her 
as Dean those last months of school, but she really did seem happy without 
a boy.” 

“For now,” said Dot. 


“For now,” Anadil conceded. 

“And from what Dovey’s told us, she’s getting worse,” said Dot. 
“Moving into the School Master’s tower . . . adding beach cabanas to 
Halfway Bay .. . turning the Doom Room into a dance club on Saturday 
nights ... morphing the castle into a living memorial to herself . . . Sounds 
like she’s starting to “push boundaries,’ just like Pea-man said. I mean, how 
long before she decides she needs a date to Agatha’s wedding?” 

Hester and Anadil goggled at her. 

“Um, hellllloo, you don’t think Sophie would show up alone, do you? 
To her best friend’s wedding to a king?” Dot asked. 

Hester looked at Anadil. “Every once in a while, she says something 
worth thinking about.” 

“Not enough to keep her around,” said Anadil. 

“Next time I’m eating all the lentil cakes,” Dot huffed. 

Suddenly a tiny spray of white light appeared above them, as if the air 
had ripped open, giving them a peek into a new dimension. The light 
distended and wobbled like a sack of water before it slowly took the shape 
of a circle and Professor Dovey’s face appeared in the middle, blinking at 
them from inside a crystal ball. 

“Girls, I have news,” she said breathlessly. 

Immediately Hester noticed something was wrong. Dovey’s eyes were 
rimmed red, her hair frazzled and greasy, and the lines around her mouth 
rutted deep. 

Her office was a mess, littered with newspapers and scrolls. The gold 
vial that Dovey had recently been wearing around her neck was now empty 
and there was a map floating in the air like a wandering balloon, covered in 
red lettering Hester couldn’t make out. There was even a food stain on the 
Dean’s green gown, which made Hester think the situation was dire indeed, 
since no one had ever seen Professor Dovey look anything but spotless. 

“Uh, are you okay, Professor?” Hester asked, struggling to muster 
sympathy, an emotion she didn’t really have. Though she had zero respect 
for fairy godmothers (and Dovey had been Cinderella’s before becoming 
Good’s Dean), the fact Dovey trusted them with this mission had softened 
Hester’s opinion of her. She’d even begun to see Clarissa Dovey as a friend. 
“You look a little...um...” 


“Girls, your quest is over for now,” Professor Dovey declared. “I need 
you to return to school.” 

The witches gasped. 

“You can’t do that—” Dot started. 

“After all we’ve—” Anadil overlapped. 

Hester cut them off. “Professor, I know we haven’t brought you a 
shortlist of candidates, but we’re working like dogs to find someone we 
believe in and trust me when I say, we’re all deeply grateful for this 
responsibility—” 

“Hester,” said Professor Dovey. 

“You can trust us to finish the job. Please don’t punish us by taking our 
quest away, not when we’re finally starting to figure out—” 

“Hester,” Professor Dovey snapped. “This is not about punishing you. 
On the contrary, I have complete faith in your abilities. That’s why I need 
your help on an urgent matter. A matter that supersedes all else.” 

Hester stared at her. “But what can be more urgent than finding a new 
School Mas—” 

Behind Dovey, the door to her office swung open and Professor Emma 
Anemone peeked beneath the floating map, slathered in a green beauty 
mask. “Clarissa, do you mind if I attend Dean Sophie’s Dance this evening? 
Given how many of our students are going and with Princess Uma still on 
leave, surely someone from Good should be—” 

“Not now, Emma!” the Dean barked. 

Professor Anemone fled. 

“Professor Dovey—” Hester started. 

“I don’t have time for questions, Hester. I need you to return to the 
castle at once. The Peony line on the Flowerground is up and running from 
Eternal Springs and can get you back by nightfall.” 

“Of course. Anything to help,” Hester said feebly, still upset their quest 
would be cut short. “But can I at least ask... . Is this about Sophie?” 

“And Everboys?” said Dot. 

“Oh shut it, Dot,” Hester ripped. 

“Girls, our troubles are far bigger than the antics of a fellow Dean,” 
Professor Dovey said, glancing up anxiously at the magic map. “But I will 
say this...” 





She leaned in, glaring hard into the crystal ball. “I’m hoping you can 
take care of two birds with one stone.” 


AGATHA 


Intervention 


“One two three, one two three . . . Buttocks in, child! And head up! 
You’re waltzing, not scouring the floor for lost coins!” Pollux barked at 
Agatha, his dog’s head attached to a fat sheep’s carcass. Wobbling around 
the Gold Tower ballroom, Pollux kept time with a willow stick as Agatha 
danced with the skeletal, red-haired altar boy who’d made a spectacle of 
himself at Tedros’ coronation. “Don’t rush, girl . . . one two three . . . and 
stop gripping Willam like he’s the last lifeboat out of Ooty! And smile, 
Agatha. This isn’t a devil’s haunt. Dance like this and you’ll be egged at 
your own wedding!” 





“How are you even here!” Agatha growled, exasperated by her clumsy 
feet, her hapless partner, and the return of a prissy, scant-furred, snub-nosed 
canine she thought she’d left behind at school. Pollux was one half of a 
two-headed Cerberus who taught at the School for Good and routinely lost 
the battle to use the body to his Evil brother Castor. Which meant that 
whenever the two siblings were apart, Pollux had to find dead animals to 
attach his own head to—in this case, a rotting ewe’s. 

“Clarissa Dovey and I had a falling out,” Pollux sniffed. “After Sophie 
was appointed Dean of Evil, I encouraged Clarissa to consider her own 
succession plan just as her friend Lady Lesso did before her untimely death. 
As I explained to Dean Dovey, not only is she ripe in age, but it’s time for 


Good to have a fresh face at the fore rather than one sagging past its prime. 
Of course I pointed this out in the most tactful manner, but Clarissa ignored 
my many missives. .. . Spine straight!” He swatted Willam with the stick 
and the boy yelped— 

“So, I circulated a petition advocating for a mandatory retirement age, 
which Dean Dovey is well past. Naturally, I also nominated myself to 
replace her, but the shrew caught wind of the plan and had me fired—” 
Pollux jabbed Agatha with his stick. Agatha snapped it in two and handed it 
back to him. 

“I see royal life has done nothing for your attitude,” Pollux glowered. 
“Do you want your wedding to be as pathetic as the coronation? Imagine 
the Royal Rot: ‘WORST BRIDE EVER!’ Is that what you want, Agatha? 
More embarrassment?” 

Agatha’s anger fizzled. “No.” 

“Good, because when Lady Gremlaine heard of my travails at school, 
she brought me here to help you,” said Pollux. “Specifically to teach dance, 
etiquette, and history in preparation for your wedding. She’s even planning 
to make me your permanent steward, given your need for constant 
supervision.” 

“Stewards are for kids,” Agatha frowned. “I won’t need a steward once 
I’m officially queen—” 

“Only you can’t be officially queen until Tedros is officially king and 
right now there’s a sword hanging over that prospect,” Pollux said, gazing 
through the ballroom window at Excalibur, sticking out from a Blue Tower 
balcony across the catwalk. Two royal guards stood on either side. 

Pollux met Agatha’s eyes. “So until your dear unofficial king finds a 
way to pull that sword and seal his coronation, he has Lady Gremlaine 
watching his every move and you have me.” 

Agatha nearly retched. 

Willam stepped hard on her toe. 

“Ow!” Agatha blared, knocking Willam into Pollux. 

“Who needs a wedding when you can have a circus?” Pollux scowled. 

After two more insufferable hours, Agatha moved to etiquette training, 
where she had to learn the names of 1,600 wedding guests from fat albums 
of portraits, with Pollux spraying her with stinging lemon juice every time 
she missed one. 


“For the last time, who is this?” Pollux crabbed, pointing at a hook- 
nosed face. 

“The Baron of Hajebaji,” Agatha said confidently. 

“Baroness! Baroness!” Pollux yelled. 

Agatha goggled at him. “That’s a woman?” 

By then she was dripping in lemon juice, still distracted by the sight of 
the sword in the balcony and unable to focus on anything else. Thankfully 
the dog was interrupted by a courier crow (with a message from Castor), 
which gave Agatha time to think. 

She’d always assumed that Tedros would pull Excalibur from the stone 
eventually. 

Sooner or later he’d jolt the blade free or he’d figure out it was a clue to 
another puzzle or riddle and then he’d solve it. She’d yet to consider that 
Tedros might never complete his father’s coronation test... . that the sword 
might stubbornly hang in that balcony for the rest of their lives, an eternal 
reminder of his failure. In which case, Tedros would never feel like a true 
king. He’d be trapped in this cycle of shame and isolation, so different from 
the gallant, open-hearted boy who once looked to her as his partner. 

But what can I do to help him? Agatha thought, gazing out the window 
at the rain. This wasn’t like a Trial by Tale at school, where she could sneak 
in to save him. The sword was Tedros’ test and his alone. 

And yet, if she could help him somehow . . . wouldn't that fix 
everything? 

Agatha watched the storm gust across the castle— 

Something caught her eye through the rain. 

Agatha leaned over the windowsill to get a closer look. 

Across the catwalk, a boy had emerged onto the Blue Tower balcony in 
beige breeches and a gray hooded shirt with the hood pulled over his head. 
He dismissed the guards and stood there all alone, drenched clothes 
clinging to his muscular frame. He peeked around to make sure no one was 
watching— Agatha ducked out of sight—before he began stretching each of 
his arms and shaking the tension out of his legs. 

Then, with a deep breath, he gripped Excalibur by the hilt and began to 
pull. 

The past six months, she’d watched Tedros do this every night: the same 
skulking onto the balcony, the same dismissing of the guards, the same 


diligent warm-up before he did battle with his father’s sword. In the 
beginning, there had been sword masters, blacksmiths, and ex-knights who 
coached him as he pulled, while Lady Gremlaine looked on with narrowed 
eyes. Back then, the kingdom had been on the verge of war, with half the 
people supporting Tedros as king and half calling for his deposal. Six 
months later, both sides had settled into a stagnant detente, the trapped 
sword a symbol of a king they were stuck with. Now there were no more 
coaches or watchful stewards, but still Tedros tried at the sword, again and 
again. This was the first time Agatha had ever seen him during the day, 
though, for he’d always waited until the sun was down, when no one 
beyond the castle would be able to spot him. Perhaps he thought the storm 
was camouflage enough or perhaps today he didn’t care who saw him as he 
heaved and sweated, ripping at the blade from every angle... . 

Excalibur didn’t budge. 

This too was part of the routine, and Tedros would react to defeat like 
he had every day these past six months: by getting up at dawn and working 
out even harder, as if it was his strength that was failing him and nothing 
else. Truth was Agatha had never seen him so strong, ripped muscles 
stretching his shirt, like he could shotput a ship out of the ocean. He tore at 
the hilt with this new strength, bright blood streaking his palms, dripping 
down steel, before he threw back his head and let out a single, futile cry— 

Agatha closed her eyes and exhaled. 

When she opened them, he was looking right at her. 

She could hardly make out his face through the lashes of rain, but he 
was frozen still, gazing at her from beneath his hood. It was a dead, empty 
look, as if their shared past had been erased. As if this was the first time 
he’d ever seen her. 

“You won’t learn the Empress of Putsi’s name by mooning into the 
rain,” a voice said. 

Agatha turned to see Pollux and his sheep corpse lording over her. He 
glared down at her soggy album, a mess of runny colors. 

“I know you're not one for ceremony or celebration or nice things, 
Agatha. But this is your wedding,” said Pollux. 

“And I thought it was a Leprechaun’s Ball,” she said. 

“If you’re going to treat this as a joke, then maybe I should call Lady 
Gremlaine—” 


“Run to mommy like you always do.” 

“You are a sad little girl,” Pollux retorted. 

“Says the dog puppeting a sheep.” 

Pollux sighed. “I’m not here to torture you, Agatha. I’m here to help 
you get married. You have to care.” 

“I care,” Agatha said quietly. 

“You have to care because it’s a timeless tradition and because it’s the 
first time your people will see you as a queen—” 

“I care,” Agatha repeated. 

“You have to care because this is your legacy—” 

“I care,” Agatha said. 

“Do you?” said Pollux incredulously. “Based on what I see, you don’t. 
Tell me why I should believe you care about your wedding—” 

Agatha looked at him. “Because I need to remind Tedros that we were 
happy once.” 

Sorrow softened Pollux’s face. 

Agatha turned back to the rain, hoping her prince was still there. . . . 

But all she could see were two guards, wiping his blood off a sword. 


Agatha ate dinner in the queen’s bathroom, where no one could bother her. 

She still had her Wedding History lesson, but Pollux let her eat before it 
without alerting her chambermaids—a clear breach in protocol, since they 
had to know where the princess was at all hours. 

Instead, Agatha had barreled into the kitchen herself, sending ten cooks 
into coronary shock. 

“Princess Agatha,” Chef Silkima gasped, her rich brown skin flecked 
with flour. “What’s happened? . . . Is everything all r—” 

“Can I get spaghetti with cheese for dinner?” said Agatha. “Lots of 
cheese. Tons. Like enough to ruin the dish.” 

Chef Silkima and the cooks gaped down at their finished platters of 
cumin-spiced coconut soup, curried chicken in a green chili sauce, potato 
tikkis with peas and scallions, black-lentil salad with salmon crumbs, and a 
five-layer kulfi pistachio cake. 

“Spaghetti with... . cheese?” Chef Silkima croaked. 

“To go, please,” said Agatha. 

One of the cooks dropped his spoon. 


Now, as she sat dangling bare feet into a bathtub of hot water, 
surrounded by mirrors and peeling gold wallpaper, Agatha twirled creamy- 
white spaghetti from a porcelain bowl into her mouth, savoring the melted 
mozzarella. 

Everyone had their comfort in times of stress: Sophie had sea-salt 
facials, juice fasts, yoga poses, and deep-tissue massages; Tedros had 
dumbbells and climbing ropes and anything to work up a sweat. . . . 

Agatha had food. 

More precisely: so much food that it induced a warm, velvety coma that 
dulled her senses and made her unable to think beyond the gurgles of her 
stomach. 

Reaper moseyed into the bathroom and sniffed at a scrap of cheese. He 
gave Agatha a curdled look, as if he thought she’d outgrown all this, and 
shuffled away. 

Agatha and Tedros had certainly had fights before. Fights that made 
Agatha doubt whether he loved her or she loved him or whether they even 
belonged together. But this wasn’t a fight. She was sure Tedros loved her 
now—or at least as sure as she could be... . 

Except relationships aren't just about love, Agatha realized. 
Relationships are about taking off the mask you wear to make someone like 
you and letting them see the real you. The one you hid all along. The one 
you never thought was good enough to find love in the first place. 

Tedros had helped her peel off her mask in her years at school. He’d 
seen her at her most vulnerable and her absolute worst and loved her even 
more for it. 

But now it was Tedros’ turn to do the same and he was acting like most 
boys do when asked to face their feelings... . 

They run. 

There was another thing that also made this rift different than the others, 
Agatha thought, spotting the pile of letters on her desk. She could see the 
latest one, which she’d read so many times, yet left unanswered. 


Darling, 

I know you’re not reading this. I know you’re not reading any of my 
letters. You’re in love and have a wedding to plan and have no time 
for silly old me, but if you do read this, just know that you are in my 


heart always. And living without you has been far harder than I 
could ever admit out loud. So let me say it here. I miss you. 

Love, 

Sophie 

PS. Did you know Hort has been getting love letters from a girl? 


Agatha wiped her eyes. Back at school, she’d always had Sophie by her 
side, the third point in the triangle between her and Tedros. 

A hollow loneliness overwhelmed her and for the first time she saw it 
wasn’t just her old, chivalrous prince she was yearning for, but her bold, 
beautiful best friend too. A best friend she’d been avoiding, just like Tedros 
had been avoiding her. 

Now she was all alone. 

Outside, she heard wind and rain batter the ships in the harbor. Glancing 
through a small window, she saw none of these ships could sail; they were 
broken, neglected, and falling apart, like the rest of Camelot. Well, not all 
the ships: there was one that looked sturdy, with brilliant blue-and-gold 
finishes and milky white sails. Along the bow, she read the ship’s name... 
IGRAINE. 

“Agatha?” Pollux’s voice echoed outside. “Shall we resume our—” 

A loud hissing noise interrupted, followed by dog barks and crashing 
furniture. 

Pollux had met Reaper. 

Twenty minutes later, Agatha was in the Library, a two-story collection 
in the Gold Tower that must have once been impressive, but was now a 
heap of cobwebs, moth-eaten books, and so much dust she could hardly 
breathe. There were colorful sheets slung over the bookcases and desks, as 
if someone had started renovating a decade ago and never got around to 
finishing. Agatha slouched at a desk shrouded in a purple sheet, trying to 
take notes as Pollux scrawled on a squeaky chalkboard, his face slashed 
with claw-marks, suggesting he’d lost the battle with her cat. 

“You certainly don’t want to be like Princess Kerber, who was so 
overwrought on her wedding day she ate an entire jar of peanut butter and 
vomited on her poor groom’s shoes. Conversely, learn from the example of 
Princess Muguruza, who married a commoner, nearly prompting a revolt, 
until she revealed her bridal gown, made entirely out of pink pearls she’d 


dredged from the Savage Sea. No one dared attack a girl who’d braved such 
treacherous waters and in time, every last dissenter forgave her... .” 

Agatha glazed over, her head drooping into the purple sheet. She tried to 
force herself awake, prying her eyes open— 

That’s when she saw the pattern stitched on the fabric. 

Tiny, silver five-pointed stars in a purple night sky, like they’d been 
drawn by a child. 

It wasn’t a sheet at all. 

It was a cape. 

Agatha held in a smile, her eyes on Pollux’s back. She put her nose to 
the purple velvet and inhaled the scent of fresh cocoa, as if someone was 
brewing it right now. .. . 

“Then there was Princess Mahalaxmi, whose father kidnapped her 
during the ceremony and sold her to a Never warlord in Ravenbow,” Pollux 
rattled. “Which goes to show all family entanglements should be sorted 


before the wedding. .. .” 
Agatha rose from her chair, careful not to make a sound, and slipped her 
palms into the cape, vanishing her hands like a magic trick . . . then her 


arms... then her shoulders. ... 

“I don’t hear your pen, Agatha. This is for your own good,” Pollux 
tutted— 

But by the time he turned, all that remained of his student was a single 
clump, somehow left behind. 


The moment Agatha put her face through the cape, she felt herself swaddled 
in velvet, then plummeting through darkness, pulses of blinding white light 
streaking by. She closed her eyes and let herself free-fall, her arms raised, 
her one-shoed feet splayed, her mind untethering from her thoughts, her 
fears . . . until at last she crashed face-first into something fluffy and soft 
and tasted sweet cloud in her mouth. 

Agatha opened her eyes and craned up to a purple night sky lit by 
thousands of silvery five-pointed stars, as if the childish pattern on the cape 
in the Library had come to life in heavenly dimension. 

“The Celestium,” Tedros once called it. The place where wizards go to 
think. 


Agatha rose to her knees and saw there was indeed a wizard peering 
thinkingly at her, sitting cross-legged on the cloud with purple silk robes, a 
droopy cone hat, horn-rimmed spectacles, and soft-furred violet slippers. 

“Merlin,” she smiled. 

“Sorry to interrupt your lessons, dear girl, but I’m afraid we have more 
important ones at the moment,” the old wizard said, sipping at a mug of 
cream-topped cocoa. “First, tell me: Do you want whipped cream in your 
chocolate? Provided my hat complies. A third mug of cocoa might be too 
much to ask. He’s been rather insubordinate of late, insisting on a minimum 
wage and a month of paid vacation—” 

“A “third”?” asked Agatha, confused. “But there’s only you and me 
here.” 

“Goodness, you two really do have a hard time seeing eye to eye, don’t 
you?” Merlin murmured. 

He leaned back, revealing a boy sitting next to him, who’d been 
obscured by the wizard’s profile. 

Tedros didn’t look at Agatha. He held his own undrunk mug of 
chocolate, heaped with cream and rainbow sprinkles, his bare legs dangling 
off the cloud. He wore a sleeveless white undershirt and pajama shorts, his 
gold king’s crown sunken into his wet hair. 

“Agatha and I have work to do, Merlin. Not that you would know since 
you’ve been gone for half a year, but we’re in charge of a kingdom now,” 
Tedros said, dumping his steaming mug over the cloud. “Our coffers are 
empty. We have no knights. Mother and Lance are missing. There’s unrest 
all over the Woods. We don’t have time for a wizard’s games.” 

“You used to share your chocolate with Agatha. Now you’re wasting it,” 
Merlin upbraided him. 

“I didn’t ask for chocolate,” said Tedros, yanking his crown tighter. 
“Im too old to be bribed with sweets.” 

“But not too old to let your dear princess go hungry?” Merlin asked. 

“I’m stuffed from dinner,” said Agatha, trying to play both sides. 

“Where’s the girl’s cocoa!” the wizard bellowed into his hat. 

“You can’t keep me here all night,” Tedros scorned. “Air’s too thin in 
the Celestium.” 

“I can keep you here until you’re as white-haired as me. I'll just turn 
you into a goldfish and put you in a bowl. Agatha can feed you,” said 


Merlin, giving his hat a good shake. “That is if she doesn’t dump your food 
off a cloud.” 

The hat spat chocolate at Merlin, who promptly sat on the hat in return. 
“Now let’s begin,” the wizard harrumphed. 

“Begin what?” asked Agatha. 

“We don’t need this, Merlin,” Tedros hounded. 

“Need what?” asked Agatha. 

“You need this more than your obsessive workouts and overdeveloped 
stomach muscles,” said Merlin, sitting harder on his squirming hat. 

“You don’t know anything about me anymore,” Tedros snapped. “You 
disappeared when I needed you like you always do, haven’t sent so much as 
a postcard in six months, and then drop in acting like you can help me when 
you don’t have the faintest clue. Just go back to whatever hole you were 
hiding in.” 

“Because you were doing such a fine job as king without me,” said the 
wizard. 

Tedros snarled. “My father was right to banish you from the castle.” 

“Well, you’re certainly seeming more and more like him each day,” said 
Merlin. 

“Stop it! You’re like squabbling hens, the both of you!” Agatha yelled, 
echoing into the night. “What is this? What are we doing? Why are we 
here!” 

The two men gaped at her sheepishly. 

But it was the hat that spoke from beneath Merlin’s rump, scowling at 
them all— 

“Couples therapy!” 


TEDROS 


Two Theories 


Somewhere inside, Tedros knew this would happen. He couldn’t continue 
the way he’d been going, treating Agatha like a distant cousin while 
wrestling his own demons down down down into the basement of his soul. 

These past sıx months, he’d told himself ıt was the only way forward— 
that Agatha was best left to the hopeful, happy duties of wedding planning 
while he reassured his castle staff that Camelot would return to glory. But 
he could only lie to himself for so long. There was nothing reassuring about 
his guards looking at him with pity and doubt, their eyes darting to his 
sword jammed in a balcony. And there was nothing hopeful or happy about 
a princess planning a wedding to a boy who was doing everything he could 
to avoid her. 





Someone had to intervene. Someone had to save him from himself. But 
now it was happening and he wasn’t ready. 

The worst part was that he’d been through this before—only he’d been 
the one ignored and abandoned. He’d been the one in Agatha’s place. 

He was nine years old. His mother had fled the castle with Lancelot, 
deserting both him and his father. But right when he needed his dad most, 
his father turned to drink instead, slowly poisoning himself rather than 
admit how much pain he was in. He’d begged his father to stop, but Arthur 
insisted it was Tedros’ mother who needed help, not him. Yet in the end, it 


was his mother who’d been honest with herself, giving her a second chance 
at life, while his father numbed his feelings all the way to the grave. 

Now, sitting with Agatha and Merlin, Tedros felt his own buried pain 
return. He didn’t want Agatha to suffer the way he once did, shut out by 
someone she loved. And he didn’t want to be lıke his father, refusing help 
until it was too late. 

“I thought everything was going to be okay when we left school,” he 
said finally, unable to look at his princess. “I didn’t want her to worry for 
the rest of her life. She’s been through enough. But then I saw her watching 
me this morning when I was on the balcony and I could see she was hurting 
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““She” meaning... me?” Agatha asked. 

Tedros saw Merlin squeeze Agatha’s wrist, telling her this wasn’t her 
turn to talk. 

“Merlin, where were you all this time?” Tedros said, clearing his throat. 
“No one’s seen you since the coronation. Not that I really ‘saw’ you then 
either.” 

“T’d hope not. It took a meticulous spell to turn me into a mosquito that 
could last a decent amount of time without sucking someone’s blood,” said 
Merlin. 

“Too bad it couldn’t be Lady Gremlaine’s,” Agatha offered. 

The wizard frowned at her. 

“You watched the coronation as a mosquito?” Tedros asked. 

“I was hoping to avoid detection and have all attention be on you, my 
boy. If anyone saw me, they would have foolishly tried to execute me and it 
would have led to quite the spectacle indeed. But then you created your 
own spectacle by presenting your mother and Lancelot to the people against 
all reasonable advice. It was a stunning act of stubbornness, something a 
swaggering boy at school would do rather than a new king trying to build 
faith with his kingdom.” 

“And I’m sorry for it,” said Tedros softly. “I thought it was the right 
thing at the time.” 

“I could have helped—” Agatha started. 

Merlin’s hat bit her bottom. 

“Maybe I did do everything wrong and messed it all up. Maybe I am the 
worst king in the world. But isn’t that punishment enough?” Tedros fought. 


“You didn’t have to punish me too by disappearing for six months!” 

“Punish you?” Merlin said, aghast. “Tedros, dear, I’ve been gone 
keeping two people you love safe.” 

Tedros gaped, suddenly understanding. “You were with Mom and 
Lance! I’ve been going crazy trying to track them. . . . I got these 
mysterious cards from different parts of the Woods—” 

“And she would have sent far more had I let her,” said Merlin. 

“I knew it! There wasn’t anything written on them, but they smelled like 
honeysuckle, which she knows is my favorite. Where are they? When can I 
see them? I need to see them—” 

“Patience, boy. Your mother and Lancelot still have Arthur’s rich 
bounty on their heads: a bounty you can’t rescind until you pull the sword 
and finish your test. Getting them to safety was difficult enough. As soon as 
they were dragged into the castle at the coronation, I turned them to fruit 
flies and hustled them into the Endless Woods. We couldn’t return to the old 
safe house in Avalon; The Tale of Sophie and Agatha had revealed its 
existence to our whole world, which meant Avalon Island would be 
crawling with your mother’s enemies. So to both hide your mother and 
Lancelot and distract them from worrying about you, I took them on a tour 
of kingdoms they’d never seen, given their years of exile. We traveled by 
enchanted ship: the /graine, which obeys any ‘lady’ of Camelot, princess or 
queen, and can fly through the air or turn invisible on that lady’s command. 
Soon news started spreading of what happened at the coronation, with 
WANTED posters for Guinevere and Lancelot tacked up everywhere we 
went. I had to be creative about disguising them. But that, as you know, is a 
specialty.” 

“So they're . . . safe?” Tedros asked anxiously. 

“The /graine is returned to Camelot harbor and your mother and Lance 
are hidden close by, rested and at ease. Except for the fact they’re missing 
you. Well, your mother more than Lancelot,” the wizard winked. 

“Hope you disguised Lance as a girl,” Tedros said, remembering his 
own time as a girl named Essa. All of a sudden he was craving his favorite 
hot cocoa and he wished he hadn’t dumped out his mug. Why did he always 
act first and think later? He tried to catch Agatha’s eye, wanting to 
somehow start a conversation, but he’d ignored her too long and now she 
was ignoring him. 





“Merlin, if you were touring other kingdoms, surely you saw some of 
our classmates on their quests?” the princess asked. 

“Indeed,” the wizard said, finally acknowledging her. 

Tedros” face fell. “And have they, um, you know . . . heard about me?” 

The wizard paused. “Let’s just say you’re not the only one encountering 
obstacles on their quest.” 

“Huh? But I’m not even on a quest—” said Tedros. 

“Every fourth-year Ever or Never from the School for Good and Evil is 
on a quest, Tedros,” the wizard corrected. “A quest to discover if they have 
the strength, wit, and will to become a legend and have their name 
remembered for all time. It’s just your classmates’ quests for glory took 
them to faraway lands, while yours brought you back home.” 

“Doesn’t feel like much of a quest to me,” Tedros murmured. “I’m 
supposed to be king. It’s what I was born to do.” 

Merlin peered at him as if he’d missed the point entirely. “You may 
have been born to do it, but that doesn’t mean you’ll do it well.” 

Tedros said nothing, two hot spots appearing on his cheeks. 

“Tedros, have you thought about why your father’s sword is stuck in the 
stone?” Merlin asked. 

“Well, at first I thought it was caught at the wrong angle, then I thought 
maybe there was a riddle or a game that if I solved, the sword would pull 
loose.” 

“That was my theory too,” said Agatha. 

Tedros looked at her, wondering why she hadn’t said something to him 
before, only to realize he’d never given her the chance. 

“And now?” asked Merlin. 

“I’m back to thinking it’s caught at the wrong angle,” Tedros sighed. 

“What if we consider it from Excalibur’s point of view?” Merlin asked. 

“You think Excalibur doesn’t want me to pull it out?” Tedros asked, 
surprised. 

“More like it doesn’t want you to be king,” said Merlin. 

“But I am king—” 

“Only because someone else who has a rightful claim to the throne has 
yet to pull the sword. And no one does, since you are King Arthur’s only 
child. So again: Why won’t Excalibur let you complete your father’s test?” 

Tedros crossed his arms. “How should I know what a sword thinks?” 


“Excalibur is a weapon of immense power, forged by the Lady of the 
Lake to fight Evil. It does not want to spend its days trapped in a balcony,” 
said Merlin. “Perhaps the sword is trying to be sure you are ready to be king 
and is waiting for you to prove it. In which case, the question is . . . how?” 

Merlin wiped his spectacles with his robes, making them even dustier. 
“That’s theory #1.” 

“And theory #2?” Agatha asked. 

“That it isn’t the sword making these decisions at all,” said Merlin. 
“That someone else has found a way to control it, like a master controls a 
puppet, preventing you from sealing your own coronation. In which case, 
the question is... who?” 

“But no one is powerful enough to control Excalibur,” Agatha rebutted. 
She slowly turned to Tedros. “Unless...” 

“No way. The School Master is dead!” Tedros scoffed. 

“Like forever dead,” Agatha agreed. 

“Like really forever dead,” said Tedros. 

They goggled at each other, then back at Merlin. “Right?” 

“These are the same questions I have,” said the wizard, looking 
troubled. “But it is up to Tedros to find the answers, since it is his test. The 
sooner he retrieves his sword and seals his coronation, the better. Not just 
for Camelot, but for the sake of the entire Woods.” 

“Entire Woods?” said Tedros. “What do you mea—” 

“Are you talking about the attacks in the papers, Merlin?” Agatha cut 
in. “I’ve been reading about problems in Ever and Never kingdoms: pirate 
raids in Jaunt Jolie; a poisoned wishing well in Bremen; a band of 
werewolves looting families in Bloodbrook . . . but none of it seems 
connected.” 

“It isn’t. Just a bunch of petty crime,” said Tedros. “Leaders of 
neighboring kingdoms think it’s more than that, but they just want Camelot 
to come in and clean up their problems like Dad used to. We have our own 
problems, thank you. But kings and queens keep writing me letters, 
demanding meetings.” 

“Which you clearly haven’t answered,” said Agatha. “I heard two 
chambermaids whispering about why you haven’t investigated the fire on 
Glass Mountain.” 


Tedros turned to Merlin quickly. “Well, are the attacks connected? You 
said our classmates are having trouble on their quests. What’s happening 
out there in the Woods?” 

“Are they okay?” Agatha pressed. 

“Dear girl, maybe you’d know the answer to that if you’d been 
answering your letters,” the wizard replied. “Your best friend’s included.” 

Tedros looked at Agatha, dumbfounded. “You haven’t written Sophie?” 

Agatha’s big brown eyes turned wet. 

“But why?” Tedros blurted against all better judgment. “I’m happily rid 
of that girl, but you two have so much history. You can’t just cut her off—” 

“She seems so excited about the wedding . . . and you don’t,” said 
Agatha, choking up. “Any time I tried to write her, all I could picture is me 
walking down the aisle to a boy I used to share everything with and now 
acts as if he barely knows me. But Sophie knows me: she’d see through 
anything I wrote . . . she’d see how I was feeling . . . and I didn’t want 
anyone to know—” 

She covered her face, muffling her sobs. 

Tedros looked at Merlin, sitting between him and his future queen. “M, 
do you mind if I talk to Agatha alone?” 

“Thought you’d never ask. Even wizards need the toilet,” Merlin 
breezed. “Just jump off when you're finished and you'll find yourselves 
back where you started.” He snatched his sleeping hat, which startled 
awake, spurting rainbow sprinkles, before the wizard dove off the cloud like 
a champion swimmer and vanished into the darkness. 

Tedros scooted across the cloud, silky white fibers tickling his legs as he 
moved next to Agatha, who was crying into her palms. Gently he put his 
hand on her back. 

“I love you, Agatha. No matter how stupid I can be, nothing will ever 
change that.” 

“I could only bring myself to write one letter—to Hester—and it was 
full of lies. I couldn’t let anyone know how you were treating me,” Agatha 
sniffled. “That’s why I didn’t write anyone else or ask about their quests. 
Six m-m-months. You made me feel so alone.” 

“I didn’t want you to worry about me,” Tedros said guiltily. 

“Y-y-you made me worry more.” 

“I told you I was stupid.” 


“S-s-stupider than a tree s-s-stump,” Agatha piled on. 

“Stupider than a tree stump,” Tedros conceded. 

“Stupider than one of Rafal’s zombie villains with no brains.” 

“I don’t know if I’d go that—” 

“Tt wasn’t a question.” 

Tedros smiled and rolled back his eyes zombie-style, playfully sinking 
his teeth into her neck. Agatha yelped and shoved him away, but she was 
snickering now too. 

She leaned against him and clasped his arm. 

“You know, I’m surprised Sophie’s still alive, let alone writing you 
letters,” Tedros said. “Figured Dovey would have turned her into a pumpkin 
by now.” 

“Not sure fairy godmothers are allowed to be Evil,” said Agatha. 

“But wouldn’t it be awesome if they could?” 

Agatha laughed: that hissy, throaty laugh he’d missed for so long. He 
pulled her in closer. 

“Though from Sophie’s letters, 1t sounds like Dovey is out of sorts,” 
said Agatha. “She insists it’s because Dovey’s threatened by her; Sophie 
claims she’s turned Evil into the hot new thing and now all the first-year 
Evers want to go to her side.” 

“But you think it’s something more sinister?” 

“Pm sure Dovey wouldn’t mind if a stymph dropped Sophie on her 
head, but I doubt she’d get too worked up over a former student’s theatrics. 
Plus, you heard what Merlin said. If our classmates are having trouble on 
their quests, Dovey has her hands full. The Deans are responsible for all 
fourth years once they leave for their missions. Especially with no new 
School Master in place.” 

“Wouldn’t Sophie have mentioned something in her letters? She’s Dean 
too.” 

“It doesn’t make sense, does it?” Agatha agreed. “What do you think is 
happening out there that has Dovey stressed?” 

“And Merlin worried?” said Tedros. 

“And why would it be connected to you not pulling your dad’s sword?” 
said Agatha. 

Tedros glanced away, tensing, and he could feel Agatha tighten too, 
knowing she’d said the wrong thing. He didn’t want to talk about the sword 


with her. Not just because it made him feel inadequate, but because he 
didn’t want her pity. 

“Pm still imagining what Lance would look like if Merlin turned him 
into a girl,” said Agatha, mercifully changing the subject. 

“No way Merlin would go for it,” said Tedros. “Lance would make such 
a beastly female that it would only call attention to itself.” 

“You were a pretty beastly female yourself, Essa.” 

“Wasn’t I the one who had boys whistling at me in the halls?” 

“Boys who like their girls hulking, hairy, and belligerent.” 

“Now you’re just jealous.” 

“Well, if you want to be a girl so badly, maybe you should plan the 
wedding,” Agatha teased. 

“Honestly, I found it sexist too at first: the new king focuses on 
governance, his princess on the wedding,” said Tedros. “But the more I 
thought about it, the more I realized traditions exist for a reason. I grew up 
in Camelot. The people have known me since I was a baby. You, on the 
other hand, are brand-new to them. The kingdom knows nothing about you. 
Planning the wedding is your coronation test.” 

“And I want to pass it with flying colors, not for me, but for the both of 
us,” Agatha said earnestly. “But I’d rather be helping you.” 

Tedros exhaled. “Help me manage our debts to other kingdoms that will 
take centuries to repay? Or help me find out where all Camelot’s gold went 
when the three advisors who handled this gold refuse to speak to me? Or 
help me fight rampant thieving by the poor, even though it helps them 
survive? Which would you like to help me with?” 

“All of it. Any of it,” Agatha said. “I know how hard it is—” 

“No, you don’t,” he said. “You can’t know how hard it is to watch your 
father’s kingdom turn its back on Good.” 

“Just like you can’t know how hard it is to watch your one true love turn 
his back on you,” said Agatha. 

Tedros didn’t argue. 

Finally he looked at her, tears gleaming. “You really want to help me, 
Agatha? Then tell me how to pull my sword out of that stone. Tell me how 
to pass my father’s test.” He wiped his nose. “Why do you think I’ve been 
avoiding you? I knew this would happen. I knew I'd break down and ask 
you for help. Can’t even finish my coronation on my own. Maybe Merlin’s 


right. Maybe the sword doesn’t want me to be king.” He slouched into a 
sealed-off ball. “Not now. Not ever.” 

He felt Agatha’s hand slide across his back and wrap him into her. She 
tipped his face upwards. 

“Who says a good king can’t get help when he needs it most?” 

His eyes met hers and a wall inside him crumbled, feelings rushing 
through. How had he gone this long without coming to her—she, the only 
person who ever truly understood him? 

“I can see him looking at me in my dreams. My father,” said Tedros. 
“Staring at me as if he knows why I’ve failed. He’s part of this and I don’t 
know how.” 

Agatha wasn’t listening; she was deep in thought, already pouncing on 
his ask for help. 

“Let’s be smart about this,” she said. “Merlin had two theories: either 
the sword wants you to prove you’re king or the sword is being controlled 
by someone who doesn’t want you to be king. In any case, grabbing at the 
sword day after day isn’t going to get us anywhere.” 

“But loafing around on a cloud isn’t going to solve the problem either,” 
he said, sitting up. 

“You’re forgetting the most important thing Merlin said. He said it isn’t 
only our quest that’s run into trouble. It’s our whole class.” 

“That would explain all those strange attacks in the Woods,” said 
Tedros. “So you think whoever is messing up their quests is messing up 
ours too?” 

“Maybe Merlin’s two theories are actually one,” Agatha nodded. “The 
King of Camelot is supposed to be the leader of the Woods. If something 
Evil is happening out there, you have to go and find it. You have to figure 
out what—or who—is disrupting our missions and set things right again. 
Maybe then you’ll be able to pull the sword loose. Maybe that’s your real 
quest.” 

Tedros’ face glowed with hope... . then dimmed. “Agatha, a king can’t 
just desert his people and go questing in the Woods. Not when they already 
doubt me. Who knows how long I'd be out there? Look what became of this 
place while I was gone at school. Total chaos. Even if my reign has begun 
badly, if something happened to me, Camelot would end up in the wrong 
hands again. Maybe forever this time.” He shook his head. “I can’t go.” 


“But J can,” Agatha jumped in, as if she’d known this would be their 
conclusion. 

“Agatha, I asked you for help. Not to take over my test,” said Tedros 
impatiently. “You heard Merlin. This isn’t your quest. It’s mine.” 

“And my quest is to be your queen. Helping seal your place as king is 
more worthy of a queen’s attention than picking frosting for our cake. All I 
need is a few knights for the journey. Chaddick will be back any day with a 
new fleet for your Round Table—” 

“He hasn’t answered my letters in weeks,” Tedros said. Then his face 
changed. “You don’t think something went wrong on his quest too?” 

“Even more reason for me to go, then, and to go right away,” Agatha 
replied. “I need to find out what’s stopping all of us from fulfilling our 
missions, Good and Evil. This is as much my test as it is yours, Tedros. 
You’re not in this alone anymore.” 

Tedros saw the steely resolve in her big brown eyes and suddenly he 
knew that if he didn’t let her go, she would go on her own. 

“I shouldn’t have asked you to butt in,” he muttered. 

“We’re going to be married soon, Tedros,” Agatha reminded him. “I’m 
supposed to butt in.” 

Tedros said nothing, picking at his shorts. “So how long would you be 
gone?” 

“A few weeks. lll send you letters each night.” 

“A few weeks in the Woods . . . alone?” 

“But I'd see all our friends again,” Agatha pressured. “And it would 
mean I can get away from Lady Gremlaine.” 

Tedros bit his lip, as if he couldn’t deny her such a pleasure. “Even so, 
it’s too dangerous,” he said, shaking his head. 

“I survived Aric. I can survive anything.” 

Tedros grimaced at the name of Lady Lesso’s sadistic son. “Questing in 
the Woods alone is a death sentence, Agatha—” 

“Then PIl take someone with me. Like... Willam.” 

“Willam? The altar boy? He can’t even look me in the eye, let alone 
fight.” 

“Do you make it a habit of looking altar boys in the eye?” 

“All I’m saying is—” 


“The matter’s settled. Pll leave tonight,” Agatha declared. “And I 
suspect that’s what Merlin wanted all along, because he dropped a clear hint 
of how I could escape the castle without anyone knowing... .” 

Baffled, Tedros started to ask what this was, but Agatha added: “The 
only question is who will take over wedding planning.” 

She looked at him hopefully. 

“You’re joking,” said Tedros. “I have enough on my plate, thank you.” 

“I could hire someone.” 

“With what money?” 

“Someone who would do it as a favor to the kingdom.” 

“And this someone would have good taste, be as invested in the 
wedding as you and me, manage all facets of a royal occasion that has to go 
off without a hitch, and also work for free?” said Tedros incredulously. 

“I should think so.” 

“Tt will take months of searching to find such a person, Agatha. If such 
a person even exists.” 

“Mmm, not really.” 

Tedros cocked his head. “You have someone in mind?” 

“Do you trust me?” Agatha asked, eyes twinkling. 

“You know I do.” 

“And I can pick anyone I choose?” 

“Of course. You'll be queen soon.” 

“Then promise me this is my choice and no one else’s.” 

“I promise, but honestly—” 

“Good,” said Agatha, climbing into his lap, “then Pll pay her a visit on 
my first stop into the Woods.” 

Tedros peered at her, mystified. “Pay who a visit? Who's ‘she’—” 

He choked. 

“HAVE YOU LOST YOUR DAMNED MIND!” 

“You said it yourself. We can’t just cut her off,” Agatha replied, hands 
sliding up his chest. 

“Not we! You!” Tedros shouted. “You think [ll let her plan our 
wedding? I'd rather eat glass for a month—I’d rather drown myself in hot 
lava—no no no no no—” 

But now she was clasping his cheeks and kissing him, long and slow, 
and it’d been so long since she’d kissed him that suddenly he could think of 


nothing else . . . only her soft lips on his and his beautiful, brilliant bride-to- 
be... 

“I love you, Tedros,” she whispered. 

“And I love you too,” he breathed. “But no.” 

“If only a king’s promise wasn’t stronger than a prince’s, 
smiling like a cat. 

“A promise doesn’t count if you tricked me!” 

“And does that mean your trust doesn’t count either?” Agatha asked 
intently. 

Tedros gawped at her, knowing he’d been beaten. “But... but... 

He barked with frustration and kissed her again, hard and deep, because 
he couldn’t possibly think about everything he’d just agreed to. He kissed 
her so long they ran out of air until Agatha pulled him backwards, dragging 
him off their perch, and they fell through clouds, the two of them still 
kissing, tangled in each other’s limbs like interlocked stars. 


> 


she said, 
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CHADDICK 
The Liege and the Lady 


H: had been stabbed twice in the back and once in the flank, but he was 
still alive. 

Concealed behind a white wall, Chaddick listened for his attacker, but 
all he heard was a faint crashing of waves. Blood leaked through his shirt 
into his lap. He felt no pain, just cold, prickly shock. 


pes un 


hi 





It had happened so fast. 

Five minutes ago, he’d been riding his horse on the snowy shores of 
Avalon, searching for the entrance to the Lady of the Lake’s castle. He’d 
bought a map of the island from a nosy beaver, but the map only seemed to 
take him round in circles. At last, when he was frostbitten and ready to give 
up, he’d found it: towering iron doors as high as a mountain, guarded by 
two stone lions, concealed in shadow on either side. 

He didn’t expect the gates to open for him. They opened for no man 
except Merlin and the King of Camelot. The stone lions would devour 
anyone else who tried to enter. 

But Chaddick hadn’t come to enter the gates. He’d traveled long and 
hard across the Woods for only one reason: to make sure that these doors 
were still sealed tight. That no one had breached the Lady of the Lake’s 
realm. That his fears were unfounded. 

But as he’d approached, he’d seen his fears had come true. 

The doors weren’t sealed. 

One was hanging off its hinges, the other splintered into pieces. 

Who could splinter iron? 

He’d gazed at the stone lions, motionless and piled with weeks of snow. 
If someone had broken in recently, they’d done so untouched. 

Why would the lions let an intruder through? 

Moving quicker, Chaddick had dug an iron shard into the snow and tied 
his horse to it before he’d cautiously stepped between the lions and onto 
castle grounds, scanning the towers and cliff rock for signs of Evil— 

His attacker had come from behind. 

Chaddick had tried to turn but his assailant jammed his cheek to a rock 
with one hand, the other on the boy’s back. Even in his wrestling matches 
against Tedros, Chaddick had never felt such strength. 

“Who—are—you—” Chaddick had choked. 

But his attacker just hissed in his ear. 

Dead calm, he’d slipped Chaddick’s sword out of his belt and stabbed 
him in the back while Chaddick screamed with pain. As he’d stabbed again, 
Chaddick kicked with primal instinct, his boot connecting with bone. His 
attacker buckled and Chaddick broke free, limping past Avalon’s towers 
until he’d found a place to hide. 

It had all happened in five minutes. 





Now he waited behind that white wall, listening to the echo of waves, 
stab wounds soaking his shirt red. Panic set in, his muscles slacking. He 
was losing too much blood. 

Chaddick tensed. 

Footsteps. 

Coming down the path. 

Crackle, crackle, crackle against the snow. 

They stopped. 

Chaddick held his breath. 

He squinted up at the circle of pearl-white towers, coated in snow, for it 
was always winter in Avalon. The towers had no windows or doors to sneak 
through. The best he could do was dart from wall to wall like a hunted deer. 

Rising from his crouch, he saw zigzagging staircases ahead leading 
from the towers down to a calm lake. 

He had to get to the water. 

The Lady of the Lake would hide him. 

Just like she’d done for Guinevere and Lancelot. 

Run for it? 

He’d be in the open for his attacker to spot him. The stairs were slick 
with snow. His bloody shirt would be like a flag to a bull. And he didn’t 
have his sword. 

Chaddick stripped off his shirt. The frigid air flayed his skin as he tried 
to wipe clean. But the gash in his ribs kept gushing and he didn’t even know 
where the blood on his back was coming from. Shock wore off, giving way 
to soul-crushing pain. Hands shaking, he scraped snow off the ground and 
packed it into the wounds to staunch them. It didn’t work. Pain throttled 
from every direction now. He couldn’t breathe — 

Crackle, crackle, crackle. 

The killer was coming. 

Without thinking, Chaddick darted from his hiding spot and sprinted to 
the next tower, diving behind its wall. 

For a moment, there was silence. 

Then a soft, hissy laugh. 

Crackle, crackle, crackle. 

Tears stung Chaddick’s eyes. 


Two weeks earlier, he’d sent Dovey a note by crow: he’d been seeing 
strange things in the Woods. Ever and Never kingdoms attacked . . . unrest 
and fear spreading everywhere . . . classmates’ quests sabotaged . . . 

Something was happening. 

He knew he was supposed to be collecting knights for Camelot. But he 
was Tedros’ liege and a knight himself. If he could find out why things 
were going wrong in the Woods, maybe he could find out why Tedros’ 
sword had gotten stuck too... . Maybe he could help Tedros free Excalibur 
and seal his crown. . . . Tedros would be so grateful to him. It would be 
Chaddick’s first step to becoming a legendary knight, as precious to Tedros 
as Lancelot once was to Arthur . . . well, until a girl had come between 
them. 

He”d be better than Lancelot, then. 

Except Dovey had appeared via her crystal ball. “/ received your note, 
Chaddick. And I see from my Ouest Map you 're already deviating from your 
quest without my permission,” she’d declared through a wobbly bubble in 
the sky. “Go back to your quest. Do you understand? Leave the rest to me 
and Merlin. ” 

Chaddick had ignored her. It didn’t matter that Dovey had assigned his 
quest. A knight’s first loyalty is to his king. That’s why he’d spent the last 
two weeks following clues in the Woods. That’s how he came to discover 
everything. 

It was all connected. 

Tedros’ trapped sword. 

His friends’ failed quests. 

The attacks. 

It was all the work of a new villain. More powerful than the School 
Master. More powerful than anything their world had ever seen. 

Each new attack was part of a bigger plan. 

A plan to destroy Camelot and its king. 

A plan to take down Good and Evil. 

A plan to rule the Endless Woods. 

Chaddick heard footsteps get closer. 

He’d tracked this villain all the way to Avalon. 

He thought he could vanquish him on his own like a real knight. 

He didn’t know the villain was tracking him too. 


Chaddick wiped his eyes. He couldn’t go down like this. Not when his 
friends needed him. Not without a fight. 

He focused on his fear .. . his loyalty to Tedros . . . his love for his 
fellow Evers and Nevers... 

His fingertip glowed silver— 

Now. 

He leapt out of his hiding spot to face his attacker and shot him with a 
stun spell, not waiting to see if it hit before he dashed for a staircase thirty 
feet away. Chaddick hurtled down the steps towards the lake, slipping on 
snow and tumbling to the next landing, almost knocking himself out. Bleary 
with pain, he could hear his attacker’s hissy laughter, his footsteps 
descending the stairs... . 

Wheezing, Chaddick lurched to his feet, leaving a smear of blood in the 
snow, and continued to limp down. The lake .. . I have to make it to the 
lake. ... 

He staggered off the last steps and slid through icy mud on the shore— 

“T need the Lady of the Lake!” he choked, dripping blood. 

The clear, gray surface stayed still. 

He looked back and saw a shadow moving down the stairs in no hurry 
at all. 

Chaddick swiveled to the water. “I’m Camelot’s knight!” 

Now the lake changed. It spun into a whirlpool, mirroring the circle of 
towers above. The waters churned faster, faster . . . so fast that a thick foam 
spewed from the pool’s eye, coalescing into human shape. . . . 

A ghostly, silver-haired nymph in white robes floated out of the lake. 
She had pale skin, a long nose, and big black eyes that honed in on 
Chaddick. 

Smiling with relief, he rushed towards the water, but the instant his foot 
touched it, it repelled him, flinging him to the ground. 

The Lady of the Lake’s expression didn’t change. 

“What are you waiting for!” he cried. “You have to protect me!” 

“T protect those most loyal to Camelot,” the Lady of the Lake replied. 

“I am loyal! Pm Tedros” liege!” 

Again he crawled for the water— 

Again it repelled him. 

“What... what are you doing... ,” he gasped. 


But the Lady of the Lake wasn’t looking at him now. She was looking 
past him. 

Slowly Chaddick turned to see his assailant coming off the stairs, 
dressed in black, his face covered by a scaly green mask. He was holding 
Chaddick’s sword, coated with Chaddick’s blood. 

Chaddick dropped to his knees and clasped his hands towards the 
nymph. “Don’t you see? He’s going to kill me! Help! Please!” 

But she didn’t. 

Instead she did something that made Chaddick sick. 

She looked back into the eyes of his green-masked killer... 

And smiled. 


SOPHIE 
One Quest to Save Them All 


“Where is the cake, Bogden? Where are the gift bags? Where is the 
bouquet?” Sophie berated, barreling towards Evil Hall in her white taffeta 
gown, crystal tiara, and spiked silver heels. 

“Um, you need those things for a school dance?” Bogden asked, 
holding her train and stumbling behind. 





“All Tedros had to do to seal his reign was host a coronation and now 
look where he is. You know why kingdoms fall, Bogden? Because of bad 
parties,” Sophie flared. “How long until the doors open?” 

“Five minutes. The Welcome Committee is almost done decorating—” 

“Why don’t I hear music, then? Why don’t I smell cucumber-and-dill- 
butter canapés? 

Bogden gaped at her. 

“Were you taking notes when we went over this?” Sophie squawked, 
trundling towards the ballroom. “No wonder you failed all your classes!” 


“Dean Sophie, I’ve been knocking on your bathroom door for five hours 
to ask questions—” 

“As if anyone has time for questions! First Gavaldon Girl caves in a 
classroom and now you with your questions! Why did I bring Readers into 
this school at all?” Sophie moaned. “This is the first time a Dean has ever 
thrown an Evil party, the first time the Evers will see our castle, and the first 
time Clarissa Dovey will realize there’s no need for a new School Master 
when the students already follow me. I’ve even invited the Royal Rot in 
case they want to write a story about Tedros’ former flame, moved on to a 
life of staggering success and fawning fans, unlike her once-prince and now 
maligned king.” She flung open the doors to Evil Hall with dramatic 
flourish— 

The ballroom was lit dungeon-brown by two dying torches. The six 
first-year Nevers of the Welcome Committee beamed proudly at her as they 
hung wispy tinsel and laid out a cloudy punch bowl on a crooked wooden 
table along with a hunk of misshapen cheese. In the center of the room, 
under a dented mirror-ball, two bats perched on top of Sophie’s statue, 
swiping and eating circling moths attracted by the weak, pulsing lights. A 
banner drooped between two walls—“DEAN SOPHIE WELCOMES U”— 
with the U looking more like a V since the painters had started their letters 
too big and run out of space. A wolf slumped on the floor beneath the 
banner, burping loudly and playing a dirge on a broken violin. 

Sophie clutched her throat. “It’s like one of Honora’s garden parties!” 
She whirled to Bogden. “Where’s Hort?” 

“Um, Professor Hort said if he can’t be your date, he’s not coming.” 

Sophie curled her fists. “That whiny, mangy rodent . . .” 

Through the windows, she saw the lights of fairies leading the Evers 
through Good’s glass castle towards Halfway Bridge. 

“Oh, I try to empower you fools like I’m supposed to and make you feel 
supported and involved and appreciated,” Sophie seethed, shaking her fists. 
“But if you want something done right, you have to do it yourself.” 

In a flash, she whirled into action, pointing fingers at the Welcome 
Committee. “Fatima, fetch an enchanted pot from the kitchen! Barnaby, get 
a pouch of lizard tongues and a vial of cat tears from Professor Manley—if 
he won’t give them to you, steal them! Vladimir, remember that putrid band 
you formed?” 


“The one you sent us to the Doom Room for because you said we 
ruined your beauty sleep?” he peeped, blinking beneath his unibrow. 

“It's legal for one night only,” Sophie commanded. “Rex, open up the 
windows! Bharthi, borrow Professor Sheeks’ spellbook (the password to 
her office is ‘Ooty Queen’), and someone tell Professor Hort if he doesn’t 
get here in the next ten seconds, Pll tell the whole school their history 
teacher sleeps with a stuffed turtle!” 

Her finger glowed pink and she thrust it at the mirror-ball, which 
blinded all of them in an explosion of red. 

Five minutes later, Sophie sat on the shoulders of Hort’s giant man- 
wolf, cheerily greeting awed Evers and Nevers as they came through the 
doors. Towering seven feet tall, Hort made sure to roar for each one and 
beat his hairy chest while the first years moved into Evil Hall, glittering 
with magical red and gold fireworks that ripped across the ceiling, spelling 
“NIGHT OF A THOUSAND SOPHIES.” On the walls, scarlet shadows 
played scenes from Sophie’s fairy tale, occasionally reaching out to spook 
passing kids. In the corner, Evers and Nevers filled their cups with sparkly 
soda from a fountain made out of two hundred crystal goblets; the glittering 
liquid changed colors and flavors every minute: green apple, golden honey, 
red raspberry, blue winter mint. . . . Nearby, a horde of kids raided a table 
with trays that magically replenished with wasabi shrimp, herbed biscuits, 
persimmon bruschetta, dill-stuffed cucumbers, pork-wrapped mushrooms, 
baked potato bites, salmon pinwheels, olive crostini, and vanilla-sage 
canapes. But most of the revelers were jam-packed in the center around 
Sophie’s statue, headbanging to Vladimir’s band (“VLADIMIR AND THE 
PLAGUE,” the drums said), while Good’s fairies sprinkled fairy dust on 
band members, levitating them over the crowd. (A few intrepid Nevers 
scooped fallen fairy dust off the floor and gobbed it under their tongues, 
sending them shooting across the dance floor like comets, earning raucous 
cheers.) 

“And they’ve all dressed for the theme!” Sophie marveled, high atop 
Hort’s shoulders, as both Evergirls and Nevergirls thronged in, flaunting 
Sophie’s most famous looks from The Tale of Sophie and Agatha. There 
was a Kimono Sophie, with shimmering makeup and ruby-red hair; a 
Babydoll Sophie, in a black lacy dress and licking a pink lollipop; a No- 
Ball Sophie, complete with pink gown, bald cap, and stick-on warts; an Evil 


Queen Sophie in full-black leather and snakeskin cape; a Rebel Sophie, in a 
dazzling slit-back black dress, with red sequins that spelled “F is for 
Fabulous.”. .. There were even a few Filips. 

Not to be left out, several boys had dressed like Tedros, with some in his 
creamy white breeches and royal-blue lace-up shirt from the first-year 
Evers Ball, a few in his loose ivory shirt and black pants from his night with 
Sophie in an Avalon cave, and two tall Neverboys who’d worn the tightest 
of shorts and forgone shirts entirely. 

“Hort, darling, there’s even one of you!” Sophie said, pointing to a 
bone-thin, rabbit-faced boy in handmade frog pajamas, who’d just spilled 
his drink on a girl. 

“Got the pajamas wrong,” Hort’s man-wolf grumped. 

“Oh, don’t be a louse. You know, they’re all having so much fun I can’t 
tell the Evers from the Nevers anymore,” said Sophie, watching more of 
Good’s students flood in with giddy smiles, as if they’d secretly been 
waiting their whole lives for an Evil party. “Even the teachers have stopped 
searching for a reason to shut it down.” 

Professor Manley and Professor Sheeks were snickering as they 
stealthily shot flames across the soda fountain every time an Ever reached 
for a glass. Nearby, Castor and Professor Anemone shook their rumps on 
the dance floor while students of both schools hooted them on. 

“Listen, I can’t last much longer like this. I’m hot, hairy, and hungry,” 
Hort grouched, drool dripping from his snout. “Any second, I’m going to 
shrink back to human without any clothes on.” 

“You can’t go now. The Room 46 boys are almost here!” Sophie said, 
squinting at a pack of Everboys crossing the bridge. “I knew Bodhi, 
Laithan, and the rest of their delicious little clan would come, even if they 
didn’t RSVP. Handsome boys never RSVP. They just grace you with their 
presence like a balmy day in winter.” 

“What? Who” Bodhi? Who’s Laithan?” Hort growled. “How do you 
know Everboys’ names—” 

“Don’t be ridiculous. Everybody knows the boys of Honor Tower, Room 
46. Besides, I’m sure you can last as a man-wolf for as long as you want. 
Think of first year when you could only do it for five seconds. Now you can 
go all night if you put your mind to it.” 

“T’m not lasting all night for a bunch of Everboys,” Hort snapped. 


“Don’t be irrelevant, darling,” Sophie wisped. “For six months, I’ve 
been obsessing over Agatha and Tedros, wondering how they were doing in 
Camelot. I know I said I hadn’t given them the slightest thought, but we 
both know that’s a lie, so I might as well be honest. I couldn’t bear the idea 
that they could be happy without me, even after that hellfire of a coronation. 
But tonight’s the first night I haven’t thought of them at all. Which goes to 
show: if Agatha doesn’t want me to help her plan her wedding, then Ill 
happily throw a party for myself. And I assure you, mine will be far better.” 

She smiled as the fireworks over the dance floor arranged into a vision 
of her own face and students from both schools hollered their approval. 
Nearby, kids dug into a red velvet cake shaped as a giant S and flanked by 
piles of oat-ginger cookies frosted with sayings like “S is for Sublime,” “S 
is for Succulent,” “S is for Sophie.” A pimply, sharp-toothed Neverboy 
climbed her statue and kissed it triumphantly, eliciting whistles and cheers, 
but Sophie didn’t mind it in the least, soaking in the Ever-Never chants 
from the dance floor: “SOPHIE! SOPHIE! SOPHIE!” 

“If you think about it, Aggie and I don’t even have much in common 
anymore,” Sophie added, waving back at the adoring crowd. “She has her 
life with Tedros, the two of them about to marry and become each other’s 
family. And I have my own life: wedding-less, family-less, date-less, but so 
filled with possibilities. .. .” 

“I thought I was your date,” Hort said. 

“Look at my little peaches. Aren’t they scrumptious?” Sophie gushed, 
nodding at a few awkward Nevergirls in hip-hugging black leather talking 
to a shrimpy Everboy. “Spent all week teaching them how to fake self- 
esteem. What do you think? They’re all your age. Any of them catch your 
fancy?” 

“My what? Are you insane!” Hort retorted. “Not only are they first 
years, but I’m their teach—” 

“Put me down!” Sophie gasped. 

“What?” 

“Down, Hort! Down!” 

Hort quickly swung her to the floor and Sophie lunged in front of him— 

“Bodhi, darling, welcome to my school,” Sophie purred, holding out her 
hand to a tall, reedy boy in a royal-blue coat with dark-caramel skin and big 
black eyes, who gently took it and kissed it like a prince. 


“And hello, Laithan, you’re looking exceptionally handsome tonight,” 
she said to his short, muscular friend with chestnut hair and freckles. 
Laithan smiled flirtily and kissed her on the cheek. 

“Well, if that’s how you're going to say hello, Pl say hello to all of 
you,” Sophie cooed, presenting her cheek to the rest of their Everboy gang: 
swimmery, silver-haired Akiro; dark, wavy-haired Valentin; bald-headed, 
ghostly Devan. ... “Save a dance for me,” she whispered to each one. 

“A dance!” Hort hissed in her ear, apoplectic. “You’re a Dean, not a 
hostess at the Pig and Pepper! You can’t dance with students!” 

“Pve combed The Ever Never Handbook thoroughly and see no rules 
against it. And besides, some of these boys look far older than I do,” Sophie 
said, turning to greet the next boy— 

Only it wasn’t a boy at all. 

It was a Dean. 

And she wasn’t alone. 

Dean Dovey clacked past Sophie into Evil Hall, green gown sweeping 
behind her, as if this was her school and Sophie the intruder. The silver- 
haired professor was flanked by three witches, each of who glared at Sophie 
one by one. 

“Everboys in our castle,” said the tattooed witch. 

“Everboys in our school,” said the albino witch. 

“Told you, told you, told you,” huffed the jolly witch, turning Sophie’s 
tiara into chocolate and gobbling it down in one bite. 


“You lied to me?” Sophie mewled, gaping at Clarissa’s Quest Map, floating 
over the sand on Evil’s side of Halfway Bay. All her classmates’ names 
were colored red beneath their moving figurines instead of blue like they 
were on her map. “But I’m supposed to know everything! I’m a Dean! I’m 
your equal! Instead, you give me a false map... you make me think all our 
quests are going well... you keep me in the dark on the fact my friends are 
failing miserably—” 

““Friends” is a loose term,” Hester murmured. 

“And you being ‘equal’ to Dovey is like Dot being ‘equal’ to me,” said 
Anadil. 

“We’ll see who’s equal when I turn your rats to fudge,” said Dot. 


“Oh be quiet, girls,” Professor Dovey said, sitting gingerly in one of 
Evil’s cabanas that Sophie had added when she turned the once-barren 
shores of Halfway Bay into a beach. Music and laughter from the party 
carried down the hill. With the August nights sultry and fresh, the elder 
Dean had recommended they speak outside, where students wouldn’t 
overhear. But now Dovey was peering around at the torchlit huts decorated 
with glamorous portraits of Sophie . . . the golden sand speckled with S- 
shaped conchs . . . the once-sludgy black moat of Evil turned royal blue 
with a statue of Sophie astride a dragon spraying water from its mouth. .. . 

“I honestly don’t know where I am,” she murmured. 

Sophie cleared her throat harshly. 

“I know you're upset, Sophie, and you have every right to be,” 
Professor Dovey sighed, massaging her knees. “Fairy godmothers don’t 
make it a habit of using magic to deceive. But fairy godmothers also have a 
duty to protect the greater Good. If you’d known what was happening, it 
was only a matter of time before word of the older students’ struggles 
leaked through the school and distracted the first years. I know you’ll say 
you can keep a secret, but frankly, you seem incapable of setting boundaries 
with your new charges at the moment.” 

Sophie put her hands on her hips. “What in heavens makes you say 
that?” 

Dovey turned towards the castle’s open windows. Inside Evil Hall, two 
Neverboys danced saucily on Sophie’s statue, while an Everboy spotted 
Sophie watching and yelled: “DEAN SOPHIE, WILL YOU MARRY ME?” 

Sophie stabbed out her glowing pink finger, shutting the windows and 
drawing the curtains. “Well, if you were so scared of telling me about these 
failing quests, why are you telling me now?” 

Professor Dovey turned to her. “Because I need you to lead a quest into 
the Woods and save your fellow classmates before any more of them die.” 

Every trace of defiance melted out of Sophie’s face. She saw the three 
witches staring at Good’s Dean the same way. 

“Die?” Sophie rasped. 

Professor Dovey looked away, mouth quivering. 

Sophie could hardly get the word out. ... “Who?” 

The elder Dean watched the waters of the bay roll between Good and 
Evil, thin to thick, water to slime. 


“The map,” Dovey whispered. 

Slowly Sophie and the witches raised their eyes to the Dean’s Quest 
Map, its names in red-alarm red, so different from the cool, serene blues 
Sophie had seen across her doctored one. 

But one name was different. 

Its ınk was darker red than the others and dripping off its label, as if 
seeping blood. 

A thin black line ran through the name, scratching it out. 

The name was CHADDICK. 

Sophie’s breath caught. In a single mark, a soul lost. 

For a long while, no one spoke, the silence broken only by the festive 
buzz behind them and the snores of sleeping stymphs overhead, perched on 
the scaffolding shrouding the School Master’s tower. Dot wiped her eyes 
while Anadil focused on the ground. Even Hester looked unsteady. 

Gazing across the lake at Good’s glass castle, Sophie thought of the 
burly, gray-eyed Everboy who’d once swaggered down those halls and been 
Tedros’ most faithful liege, just like Agatha had been her own. But Agatha 
was still alive, of course, even if she was somewhere far away. ... 

Tedros’ best friend was dead. 

“H-h-how?” Sophie stammered. 

“We don’t know,” said Professor Dovey emptily. “His body must be in 
Avalon. Otherwise his figure would have moved on the map.” 

Avalon, Sophie remembered. On her Quest Map, she’d seen Chaddick’s 
figurine there when he should have been off seeking new knights for 
Tedros’ kingdom. What was Chaddick doing alone in Avalon, which was 
perpetually cold and uninhabited? It’s not like he could get into the Lady of 
the Lake’s castle—only Merlin or the King of Camelot could do that. And 
yet, she distinctly remembered seeing Chaddick’s figurine inside the castle 
gates... . Still, even if he did get in somehow, wouldn’t the Lady of the 
Lake have protected him? Chaddick was Camelot’s Anight— 

Dovey’s voice severed her thoughts: “He sent me a note by crow a 
couple weeks ago. He’d been hearing reports of attacks in the Woods and 
wanted to find out who was behind them. I ordered him not to make a 
move. To stay on his original mission. Clearly he disobeyed.” 

Sophie looked at her. 


“Whatever he found must have gotten him killed,” the Dean said 
quietly. 

“And now you want me to go and get killed t00?” Sophie asked. 

“Unlike Chaddick, you will have friends at your side,” the Dean replied, 
eyeing the three witches. 

“There’s that word ‘friends’ again,” Hester murmured. 

Dovey ignored her. “I’d been looking into the news of attacks long 
before Chaddick wrote. The moment students’ names started turning red on 
my map, I’d asked Merlin to investigate. It’s common for students’ quests 
to go badly at first—we’ve certainly dispatched rescue teams before—but 
for all to be failing was unprecedented. At the same time, we’d been 
hearing reports of unrest in the Woods, prompted by seemingly random 
crimes against Evers and Nevers alike. And then there was the matter of 
Tedros’ sword, stuck in that stone. I thought Merlin could get to the bottom 
of all this... . Well, a few days ago, he finally returned to my chambers. He 
asked only one question: what fairy tale had the Storian been writing.” 

“Nothing of substance. I’ve told you that,” Sophie said, glancing up at 
the School Master’s tower, now her private quarters, which was connected 
to Evil’s castle by a catwalk. She saw the Storian through the window, 
hovering over a stone table littered with crumpled paper. “Ever since it 
finished mine and Agatha’s fairy tale, it’s been starting and discarding tales 
of our classmates’ quests.” 

“And whose story is it working on now?” said Dovey. 

“It stopped writing completely last week, which after all that frantic 
scribbling and crumpling the past few months, is actually letting me sleep,” 
Sophie puffed. “But you said that the Storian often suspects a fairy tale will 
be a good one, only to scrap it midstory . . . that it’s perfectly normal—” 

“To a point,’ Professor Dovey replied. “The Storian only writes tales 
that we need: stories that will redress a balance between Good and Evil that 
is constantly in flux. But six months is a long time for the Storian not to put 
a new tale into the Woods. Perhaps it sees no story in your classmates’ 
failing quests worth telling. Merlin, however, believes all these failures are 
connected and that there is a bigger quest waiting to be undertaken. That 
this is the fairy tale the Storian needs to tell.” 

“Yet you have no proof of this bigger quest or fairy tale?” said Sophie. 

“And yet we still have to go with her?” Hester said, leering at Sophie. 


“A student is dead, girls. I’d think at the very least you’d want to bury 
his body, let alone find out what killed him,” said Professor Dovey frostily. 
“T do.” 

Sophie and the witches fell silent. 

“There is also the fact that according to the map, you are all failing your 
quests too,” Professor Dovey said. 

Sophie and the coven gawked at her before swiveling to the map. 

They’d been so focused on their classmates that they hadn’t noticed 
their own names were in red. 

“How can I be failing?” Sophie protested. “My quest is to be Dean of 
Evil. That’s the quest Lady Lesso gave me—” 

“And how could we be failing?” said Hester, looking at her witch 
friends. “We didn’t do anything wrong on our quest—” 

“Unless, of course, your quests no longer apply,” said Professor Dovey. 

Sophie and the witches exchanged confused looks. 

“You see, your names only turned red on my map yesterday. Within 
minutes of Chaddick’s death,” said Professor Dovey. “I highly doubt it’s a 
coincidence. The Storian creates a Quest Map every three years once the 
new class goes into the Woods. The fact the pen has stopped writing 
combined with your names turning red only strengthened Merlin’s and my 
conclusion: that a new, more important quest awaits each of you. Only then 
will the Storian begin its next tale.” 

She paused, expecting questions, but Sophie and the witches still looked 
dazed. 

“If it was up to me, Merlin and I would go into the Woods ourselves,” 
Dovey went on. “But teachers cannot directly interfere in a student’s quest 
just as we cannot interfere in a fairy tale. Which means you will represent 
the Nevers on this new quest, and Merlin will be sending an Ever 
contingent tonight to join your team. Given Chaddick’s demise, all of this 
was too sensitive to be transmitted in any way other than in person, so that’s 
why I brought you back to school. You must leave as soon as possible to 
prevent more casualties. But you’re not just a rescue team. You’re a 
detective team. Something out there is hurting our students and your new 
quest is to find it... . One quest to save them all.” 

Sophie couldn’t focus, a single thought haunting her. “Has anyone told 
Tedros about...” 





“No,” Professor Dovey answered, rising from her seat. “Telling Tedros 
will surely lead to him doing something rash, especially since we’ve yet to 
learn how his friend died. The island of Avalon, then, should be the first 
stop on your new quest. Even if you can’t get through the castle’s gates, you 
might find clues as to what Chaddick was doing there.” 

Sophie’s mind went gauzy, as if she was trying to wake from a dream. 
Dead friends . . . bodies to be buried . . . a mysterious threat... 

How quickly things change in a fairy tale. 

A few minutes ago she was the host of a rollicking party that finally 
helped her turn the page and begin a new chapter. But now she was facing a 
new quest far away from school, where her life would be as much at risk as 
the friends’ lives she had to save. 

Only she wasn’t ready to leave this place. After three years, she’d found 
her way out of a fairy tale and wouldn’t let herself be dragged back into 
one. And the best part about being Evil was that she could admit this 
without guilt. The new and improved Sophie could accept the selfish shades 
of her soul as much as the generous ones. Which meant that no matter how 
terrible she felt for Chaddick and the rest of her old friends out there in the 
dark Endless Woods . . . Sophie wouldn't be the one to help them. 

“Pm afraid Pm Dean of a school just like you, Professor Dovey, 
entrusted with more than a hundred students. I can’t just abandon them,” 
Sophie decided. “I don’t care what your map says. Hester, Anadil, and Dot 
will do just fine on their own.” 

The three witches blinked at each other, as if they’d telepathically made 
a wish and had it granted. 

Professor Dovey tightened her silvery bun. “Sophie, you might be a 
Dean, but you are also a fourth-year student, which means I can change 
your quest just like you changed Hort’s. And once a Dean assigns your 
quest, you must accept it or be sent to the Brig of Betrayers—” 

“Don’t you threaten me, Clarissa,” Sophie retorted, watching Dovey 
wince at her first name. “You can’t tell me what to do. I know you want to 
get rid of me, given how fond of Evil your ‘Good’ students are, and this 
gives you the perfect excuse.” 

“You think this is about you. I should have known. Every time it seems 
you’ve changed, I’m reminded how selfish you can be,” said Professor 
Dovey. “Your first three years you trampled on students of both schools to 


further your own arrogant, often cowardly, goals. You punished them, 
tormented them, betrayed them . . . and yet they forgave you and even 
obeyed you as their Dean in the remaining months of their third year. They 
showed you the loyalty you never once showed them. Now these same 
classmates are in peril and need your help. Which means the story isn’t 
about you anymore, Sophie. It’s about them. But if you would like to make 
it about you, then think of it this way. This is no longer a tale about whether 
you will find fame or fortune or your perfect little happy ending. This is a 
tale about whether you are capable of growing from the snake of your own 
story into the hero of someone else’s. That is your new quest. That is the 
tale the Storian is waiting to write.” 

Sophie went quiet, her emerald eyes fixed on the elder Dean. A dark 
crimson spread into her cheeks and for a moment, she looked less like 
Evil’s leader and more like a chastened child. 

“She’s coming, isn’t she,” Hester mumbled, her demon making faces. 

“Please tell me you can turn a person to chocolate,” Anadil asked Dot. 

“I have enough trouble with lentil cakes, thank you,” Dot nipped. 

Sophie wasn’t listening, her focus drifting to the party uphill. “But who 
will take over as Evil’s Dean?” she asked weakly. 

“Professor Manley,” said the elder Dean, adding before Sophie could 
object, “and I suspect his unpopularity will only increase your status once 
you return.” 

“IfI return, you mean,” Sophie corrected. 

She expected Professor Dovey to reassure her, but the Dean said 
nothing. 

“And what about the new School Master?” asked Hester. “We spent the 
last six months combing the Woods for someone who would best serve the 
school—” 

“New School Master? That was your quest? To find a School Master?” 
Sophie asked, whirling to Professor Dovey. “You left the choosing of the 
one person who has control over you and me to them?” 

“And I still would,” Professor Dovey said. “But that’s not to say that 
part of their assignment is over. You may very well come across the right 
candidate on your new quest, girls. And if you do, I expect a full report so I 
can interview them myself.” 


This seemed to appease both the coven, who wanted to see the job 
through, and Sophie, who fully intended to supervise the School Master’s 
selection now that she was along for the trip. 

“In the meantime, Ill keep tabs on the Storian with the rest of the 
faculty,” said Professor Dovey. “Though as Merlin pointed out, if there was 
one lesson in The Tale of Sophie and Agatha, it’s that the Storian does a 
rather remarkable job of protecting itself.” 

“Speaking of Merlin, which Evers is he sending to be on our quest?” 
Hester asked. 

“It better not be Beatrix and her rancid minions,” Sophie griped. “And 
how do you expect us to travel? On foot? I’m famous now; the whole world 
knows my fairy tale. I can’t be traipsing from kingdom to kingdom in a 
dirty dress—” 

The clocks in both castles tolled midnight, drowning her out, while 
Professor Dovey peered at the bay. “Merlin assured me his Ever team 
would be here by now. Do you see them?” 

Sophie and the witches exchanged glances, as if the old Dean had 
stayed up too long past her bedtime. 

“Um, wouldn’t they be arriving at the South Gate?” Sophie said 
delicately. 

Suddenly, a ripple burped at the midpoint of the bay, right in front of the 
School Master’s tower. The sound it made was low and croaky like a 
dyspeptic toad’s. Then more ripples formed, faster and faster, spewing 
bubbles of clear water and blue sludge into the sky, each burp more violent 
than the last, as if the bay was trying to expel something it’d swallowed. 
Then, in one willful spurt, the hull of a ship popped through the surface, 
only upside down, with the rest of the ship buried beneath the bay. It took a 
final cacophonous belch to send the hull toppling over and turn the ship 
right-side up, a glorious blue and gold, billowing with creamy white sails 
and the name “/GRAINE” painted along the bow near a masthead statue of a 
young, dark-haired woman dangling a lantern over the sea. 

For a moment, as water and slime drained off the vessel and it propelled 
towards the shore, Sophie thought it must be a ghost ship, for there didn’t 
seem to be a captain. But then she saw a shadowy figure at the prow in a 
dark leather jacket and cut-off breeches, hair tied up in a bandana. And 


from what she could see, he was sharp-jawed, fine-featured, and 
handsome. ... 

Yet as the boat slid onto torchlit banks and stuttered to a stop, Sophie 
saw for the second time in one evening that the boy she’d been expecting 
was not a boy at all. 

“Agatha?” she choked. 

Her friend was already throwing a rope over the side of the ship and 
sliding down— 

The two girls dashed towards each other and collided in a breathless 
hug, falling into the bay. Sophie’s white dress was slopped in sludge, but 
she didn’t care, gripping Agatha like she might never let go, both of them 
caught between giggles and tears. 

On the shore, Professor Dovey was dabbing her eyes, as were Dot and 
Anadil, each of who knew what it meant to have a best friend. Even Hester 
was biting her lip. 

“I missed you, Aggie,” Sophie whispered. 

“Not as much as I missed you. They made Pollux give me wedding 
lessons,” Agatha said breathlessly. 

“That little weenie? In Camelot?” Sophie squeaked. “Giving wedding 
advice?” 

“A wedding you’re now in charge of planning,” said Agatha. 

Sophie burst into laughter. “Good heavens, we have a lot to catch up 
on.” She kissed her dearest friend and nuzzled against her. “But now that I 
have you, I’m not letting you go. Even if you didn’t write me. Even if I 
thought you’d forgotten all about me. I love you, Agatha. I always will.” 

Her friend held her close. “I love you too. And I never forgot about you, 
Sophie. I never could.” 

Sophie hugged her tighter. 

“Im here!” a voice shouted. 

The girls turned to see Hort bounding around the side of the bay, naked 
except for a tablecloth from the party wrapped around his waist. “I tried to 
follow you, but then my man-wolf started shrinking and it got really bad 
and then it took me forever to find you guys, so yeah... .” He bent over, 
panting. “What’d I miss?” 

He took one look at Professor Dovey and three witches goggling at him. 
Then at two girls embraced in the sand, gaping at him too, Sophie’s red 


lipstick on Agatha’s cheek. 

“Not again!” Hort gasped. 

Only the girls weren’t looking at Hort at all. 

They were looking past him at a tall, silver tower rising out of the 
bay ... an open window lit by the moon . . . a sharp, steel pen sweeping ink 
across apage... 

The Storian. 

Writing. 

A new fairy tale had begun. 


HORT 
Who Would Want a Hort? 


“Come, girls! We need to see what the pen is writing before it turns the 
page!” Professor Dovey said, leading the group towards Evil's castle. 
“Once it moves on, it won't let us flip back—” 

Hort was desperate to take a bath and put pants on, but he couldn’t let 
Agatha run off with Sophie unsupervised, so he followed them up the shore. 





Every time he was free of rivals for Sophie’s attention, they always 
returned, more meddling than ever. Why couldn’t these toads mind their 
own business? Or die like Rafal did? True, he’d had Sophie to himself these 
past six months, but most of that was spent waiting out her I’m-an- 
Independent-Woman phase, which consisted of her doing a lot of yoga, 
reading poetry in her study, and hosting girls’ nights in the Common Room. 
But after what he just saw at the party, it was clear Sophie was slobbering 
after boys again. And not just boys. 

Everboys. 

Uggggh. 

Did those preening stallions have any idea what it was like to be 
normal? Because that's what being a Never was. “Normal” as in you woke 
up with smelly armpits and you broke out in pimples if you ate too many 
fried pig's feet and you had to slave in the Groom Room gym for every 
ounce of muscle—time that you would rather spend learning spells or 
catching lizards or doing something useful; but if you didn t waste half your 


day pumping Norse hammers and swinging kettlebells and doing one- 
handed pushups, then you’d be a skinny, oily loser for the rest of your life. 

And yet, in the end, it didn’t matter how much work Hort did to 
improve himself. He still couldn’t find love. At least not the love he wanted. 
Not Sophie. 

He thought about the anonymous fan letters he’d been getting these past 
few months. (“Dear Hort, I dont know why you chase girls who dont 
appreciate you. There are girls like me who 've read The Tale of Sophie and 
Agatha and think you're the real hero. .. .”) At first, he thought they were 
from a Reader in Sophie’s old town, but then he’d noticed that the letters 
were written on school parchment. Which meant Sophie was right all along. 
They were just a prank to embarrass him. Hort felt ashamed for getting 
suckered yet again. It was so obvious the letters were fakes. Who would 
want a Hort when there were Bodhis and Laithans running around? 

That’s what he resented most about Everboys. Girls liked them for their 
looks, when they’d done nothing to earn those looks. The stupid idiots were 
born like sculpted gods out of sheer dumb luck, the way other people are 
born with crooked faces or clubbed legs, and instead of being thankful or 
humble about this luck, they acted like they’d deserved it! 

But even if Sophie was smart enough to see through these arrogant 
gasbags, she still fell for them, like a mouse who couldn’t tell the trap from 
the cheese. 

Why did he want her then? Why care about a girl who couldn’t see he 
was better than those soft-headed lumps? Why idolize someone who would 
rather kiss the hot blond boy with the charm of a pineapple over a thinking, 
feeling boy like him? 

Maybe I’m broken, Hort thought to himself. Maybe he was drawn to 
mean girls the way a girl like Agatha was drawn to Good boys. 

Then again, Agatha was about to marry Tedros. A boil on the backside 
of humanity. 

Whatever. The point was that he should be free of Sophie by now. 

Instead, he was her employee. 

Hort had no business being professor of history in the first place, since 
he didn’t know the slightest thing about history and was pretty sure his 
students knew it too but they never complained because he gave them high 
ranks and passed out candy every Friday. And he was also sure his students 


knew he was in love with Sophie, since any time she sat in on his class, 
they made fawning comments about his teaching, as if they’d collectively 
decided to be wingmen in helping him earn the Dean’s heart. It made him 
like his students more than he thought possible, and he’d convinced himself 
that his crusade to marry Sophie wasn’t just for him anymore, but for all 
Evil-kind. 

Except now Agatha was back. 

Bug-eyed, skinny-legged, helmet-haired Agatha, who made Sophie 
smile the way he wished he could. Agatha, who had the gall to tell him last 
year that Sophie would never love him. 

Since then, all he’d wanted was to prove her wrong. To prove to 
himself . . . to his students . . . to whoever was sending those fake love 
letters . . . that a boy like Hort could finally get the girl. 

But now none of it would happen. Because when Agatha was around, 
Sophie didn’t even notice him, and he always ended up running after them 
in some wild-goose chase like he was right now. 

“Will... you two... slow down,” he wheezed, tripping over his toga, 
his bare feet punished by the pebbly floor as he followed them into Evil’s 
castle. 


“So Merlin set this whole thing up? That sly dog... ,” Agatha was 
saying to Sophie while Hort scrambled to eavesdrop. “First he mentions the 
Igraine .. . then he chastises me for not talking to you. . . . He did it all so 


Pd steal the ship and come here! I thought I’d be taking on this quest alone 
when all the while he planned for us to do it together.” 

“But why a ship, Aggie?” Sophie moaned, magically dissolving blue 
sludge off her and Agatha with her glowing pink finger. “I despise boats. 
They smell like toilets, the beds are stiff, there’s never any fresh vegetables, 
and it’s impossible to do yoga without falling overboard any time there’s a 
swell—” 

“Wait until you see this ship, though. The /graine magically steers on 
my command. It can turn invisible, it can fly—” 

“Throw on a bandana and a pair of breeches and now you’re Whiskey 
Woo, the Pirate Queen,” Sophie grumped as they followed Dovey and the 
witches upstairs, bypassing the party in Evil Hall. “The /graine. Good lord. 
Sounds like a prehistoric bird. Or a splitting headache. Well, if we’re 


together, I suppose I”1l muddle through. Speaking of which, where’s the 
other Evers? Merlin said you’d have a crew.” 

“Crew?” Agatha said. “No crew. I mean, Willam’s on board, but he’s 
been in his cabin seasick ever since we left.” 

“Willam?” Sophie asked with keen interest. 

Hort scowled. He had enough boys at school to compete with, let alone 
boys lurking in boats. (Also, what kind of name was Willam? Sounded like 
the noise frogs made when they sucked down flies.) 

“Hold on. No crew?” Sophie asked. “But Merlin told Dovey he was 
sending a team of Evers tonight to join me and the coven. That together, 
we’d be in charge of saving our classmates’ failing quests.” 

“Well, we could certainly use the help on board,” Agatha mulled, 
“especially since we’re overloaded with Nevers. Maybe Dovey can give us 
a couple of her best first years. .. . Perhaps that’s what Merlin wanted us to 
do for a crew... .” 

“Then why not just tell us as much?” Sophie grouched. “Why is 
everything a riddle with that old prat?” 

“Because these are our quests, Sophie, not his,” said Agatha. 

“T still think the man’s a nosy, musty loon,” said Sophie. “But do tell me 
about Willam. Is he gorgeous and strong? A strapping swabbie of the high 
seas?” 

Behind them, Hort went apoplectic red— 

“I don’t think he’s your type,” Agatha chuckled. 

Hort exhaled, relieved. 

“To be fair, no one thought Rafal was my type either,” said Sophie as 
they reached the highest floor and followed Dovey and the witches onto an 
outdoor catwalk. Two wolf guards patrolled the walk, which stretched 
between the highest floor of Evil’s castle and the School Master’s tower. As 
she passed, Sophie gave the guards an imperious smile and flicked dust off 
the red-and-gold SOPHIE’S WAY sign, lit up and pointing towards the 
silver spire that divided the bay between Good and Evil. “Now, Aggie, for 
the most important question of all: What do we do about this wedding of 
yours?” 

“Can't be worrying about a wedding when we have to save the Woods,” 
Agatha said. “It would have been a challenge anyway. You’d have had to 
plan the whole wedding from here at school. Camelot’s castle is already a 


mess and Tedros doesn’t want you there romping around and causing more 
upheaval—” 

“I see,” Sophie said archly. “Afraid I might steal his crown?” 

“Um, right. I think it’s well established that you two should stay as far 
from each other as possible. We”ll get someone else to plan the wedding.” 

“Nonsense. [Il do it while we travel. I just need two assistants on board, 
a fleet of courier crows, and an unlimited budget—” 

“Camelot is bankrupt, Sophie.” 

“—and naturally 1”11 bring Bogden as one of my assistants, so perhaps 
we can include another Ever to balance out our crew . . . a handsome boy 
like Bodhi or Laithan. .. .” 

“Wedding?” Hort cried, interloping between the girls. “Twenty minutes 
ago, you said you were done with Agatha’s wedding. That you never 
wanted to think about her and Tedros again. That you were throwing your 
own party because you were totally over—” 

Sophie thrust out her glowing finger and zipped his mouth with a spell. 
Stunned, Hort tried to yell through sealed lips to no avail. 

“One of Lesso’s best hexes,” Sophie told Agatha. “I’ve been reading her 
old spellbooks during my nightly baths.” 

Agatha took a deep breath. “Sorry I didn’t write you all these months, 
Sophie,” she said, nearing the School Master’s tower. “So much has 
happened since I left school.” 

“The Royal Rot certainly agrees,” Sophie replied. 

“Sophie!” 

“Darling, you weren’t writing me and I needed news of my best friends. 
You didn’t expect me to read the Camelot Courier, did you? Nothing but 
propaganda.” 

“And the Rot is any better? A tabloid that said I cursed Tedros to fall in 
love with me and plan to slit his throat on our wedding night, once I’m 
officially queen?” 

Sophie snickered. 

“And here I was feeling guilty I hadn’t written you,” Agatha said. 

Sophie threw an arm around her. “Well, it doesn’t matter now, does it? 
We’re together again and this time without a prince in our hair as we head 
off on the biggest adventure of our lives.” 





Hort was grinding his teeth so loudly that the two girls glanced at each 
other. 

“Is he really still there,” Sophie murmured. 

“Poor little weasel,” Agatha said, pointing her glowing gold finger and 
unzipping his mouth. 

Hort exploded at Sophie: “Adventure? Adventure? If you think you’re 
going into the Woods with... with... her, then you have another thing 
coming! You reassigned my quest and made me a teacher and I didn’t 
complain because you made it sound like you’d be my girlfriend and we’d 
go on dates and eat ice cream and kiss like normal couples do! And instead 
you treat me like a servant and now you’re trying to abandon me at school 
and take skinny, stinky Bogden? Are you kidding? Just because Agatha 
deserted her stupid boyfriend to go gallivanting around the Woods doesn’t 
mean you can! I spend every day teaching kids about Elf Wars and Wizard 
Summits and things I don’t care a lick about to spend time with you and 
you think you can leave? Kiss my big, blooming arse! Ill set that ship on 
fire if you even get close!” 

Sophie blinked at him, speechless. 

“You know, sometimes I wonder what he sees in you,” said Agatha. 

Sophie laughed and took her hand. “Everything, darling. Everything.” 

As the two girls continued towards the School Master’s tower, Hort 
watched them go. 

He knew what he saw in her. The same thing he’d always seen, no 
matter how badly she treated him. He saw a girl as soft and vulnerable as he 
was, if only she’d let herself feel it instead of distracting herself with the 
next best thing. 

Don t follow her, Hort begged himself. 

Please. 

Dont. Follow. Her. 


He followed. 

As he scrambled to keep up with the girls, Hort told himself it was only 
because he’d never entered the School Master’s tower before. But that 
wasn’t the real reason, of course. The real reason was because the tower 
was now Sophie’s private chamber. And he wanted to see the inside. 


The scaffolding shrouding the spire was dotted with sleeping stymphs, 
slumbering after a long day of renovations. Stymphs detested Hort, so he 
held his breath as he passed. Skirting between two more watchful wolf 
guards, he followed Dovey and the girls through a gap in the silky black 
scaffold. 

Dont act like its a big deal, Hort thought as he climbed through the 
open window. Don t be creepy. 

But he was creepy. He was always creepy. Creepiness was an 
inalienable, undeniable part of his essential Hortness— 

His bare feet touched the carpet and Hort snapped out of his thoughts. 
Every inch of the floor of Sophie’s chamber was blanketed in lush white 
threads, so soft and deep they swallowed his feet like warm milk. His eyes 
roamed the sky-blue walls, studded with thousands of tiny silver balls like 
congealed drops of rain. The stone ceiling had been knocked out and 
replaced with a shallow aquarium, filled with water that changed color 
every ten seconds, and glittery, floating glass flowers. In one corner, 
Sophie’s king-sized bed was veiled in a gold lace canopy, and beyond it, he 
could see inside the all-mirrored bathroom, teeming with vials and bottles 
of potions and creams. Nearby was a walk-in closet with racks of magically 
suspended dresses, organized by color and theme, and presided over by a 
grim-faced black mongoose with the name BOOBESHWAR on a tag 
around his neck, who was in the process of steaming one of Sophie’s 
kimonos. 

“Crikey. All I got in my closet is moths and soggy breeches,” Hort 
murmured. 

He turned, expecting Dovey and the witches to be as surprised by all 
this as he was— 

But the six of them were circled around the Storian as it wrote in a 
storybook, its gold-hued cover spread open on the white stone table. 

Hort moved in closer and saw the pen's sharp nib sweeping colors 
across a painting of a boy lying by a lake, his eyes closed. Blood leaked 
from a wound in the boy’s ribs, framing him in a crimson puddle. 

Hort and Agatha looked up at Professor Dovey. But neither she, nor the 
witches, nor Sophie seemed as frozen with shock. 

“Chaddick?” Agatha rasped. “He’s... he’s...” 


“We don’t know who killed him or why,” Sophie said softly, studying 
the storybook. “But if this is right, his body is by the lake that took us to 
Guinevere and Lancelot’s safe house.” 

“That’s where the Lady of the Lake lives,” Hester added. “How did 
Chaddick get through her castle’s gates? Maybe there’s a part of the story 
we're missing... .” 

Quickly Hester slipped her fingernail under the storybook’s page to see 
the pages that came before. The Storian scorched red with fury and stabbed 
at her finger— 

Hester withdrew it before it impaled her. “It’s the first page.” 

“What?” Sophie blurted. ““Once upon a time a handsome boy died?”” 

“Under other circumstances, I’d be enthralled,” said Anadil. 

“This proves that Chaddick was onto something,” said Professor Dovey, 
giving her a look. “His death is part of a larger story, just as Merlin 
thought.” 

Hort could see Agatha staring at the storybook, tears on her cheeks. 
Even though Agatha was a nagging goat, the fact she was crying made 
Hort’s eyes mist up too. Chaddick had been a boy at school, just like him. A 
boy who’d been on a quest in the Endless Woods and had now died for it. 
And here Hort was, a spineless sap confined to the castle because he’d 
given up his real quest to chase a girl. Guilt and determination flushed 
through him, two crisscrossing rivers. Like Chaddick, Hort’s own father had 
been killed on a quest: a lifelong mission to serve Captain Hook in the fight 
against Peter Pan. Hort had come to the School for Evil to be better than his 
father. But what would his father think of him now? Still at school, 
pretending to be a teacher, puttering after someone who wouldn’t give him 
the time of day... . 

For the first time, he felt the death grip Sophie had on his soul weaken. 

This wasn’t about her anymore. This was about making something of 
his life. 

Even Peter Pan had learned to grow up. 

Hort gazed out the window at the /graine in Evil’s harbor, sails flapping 
in the wind. 

Wherever that ship was going, he would be on it. 

Suddenly the girls tensed all at once and huddled closer to the storybook 


“What is it?” he asked. 

But now he saw for himself. 

The Storian was writing its first words of the story. 

Beneath the painting of Chaddick’s body, the pen etched its bold, 
beautiful script: 


Once upon a time, a Snake made its way into the Woods. Its plan was 
simple: take down the Lion. 

The Storian turned the page and began to paint once more. 

“A snake?” Hester asked, baffled. 

“A lion?” Anadil echoed. 

“So this is about, uh, disgruntled animals?” Dot said. 

“No,” Agatha replied, peering at the storybook. “It’s not about animals 
at all.” 

Everyone watched her, waiting for her to elaborate. 

“Um, then what’s it about?” Hort prodded. 

Agatha raised her eyes. “It’s about getting to Avalon now.” 

There was panic in her face, as if she’d put a puzzle together the rest of 
them hadn’t. 

“How soon can you leave?” Professor Dovey pressed. 

“We need food and weapons,” said Agatha. 

“PII make sure you have both,” said the Dean. 

“Aggie, what is it?” Sophie asked, glancing between them. 

But the Storian had finished its second painting now, a magnificent 
rendering of the twin-sailed /graine sinking back under Halfway Bay, with 
Agatha at the stern, commanding the ship onwards. The pen wrote beneath: 


Soon, a team of students from the School for Good and Evil set out to 
find the Snake, led by two best friends, Sophie and Agatha, along with 
a crew of three witches, an altar boy named Willam, and a first-year 
Never named Bogden. 


The Storian halted. 

“What about me!” Hort protested. 

But no one was paying the slightest attention, because Professor Dovey 
was rounding up the girls towards the window: “Come; there’s provisions in 


the kitchen and weapons in the Armory—” 

“Boobeshwar!” Sophie yelped at her startled mongoose: “Start packing 
my suitcase... .” 

“Wait a second,” Hort piped up. 

“You'll need food and water for a week before you can reload in the 
Ever Lands,” Dovey was saying. 

“Enough clothes for two months, Boobeshwar!” Sophie hollered over 
her. “Pll send Bogden to fetch the luggage—” 

“I SAID WAIT A SECOND!” Hort bellowed. 

Six pairs of eyes went to him. 

“Look,” he said. 

They followed his gaze to the long, white table. 

The Storian was writing again. 


There was one more member of their crew, however. Someone they 
hadn t expected. 
Someone who they’d need on their dangerous quest. 


Hort raised his fist. “See! See! I told you! It saved the best for—” 
Someone named Nicola. 


“Nicola?” Agatha said, mystified. 

Everyone stared at the page. 

“Who in tarnation is Nicola!” Hort barked. 

But only Dovey and Sophie seemed to know, for they both eyed each 
other with strange looks, before Sophie slowly turned to Agatha. 

“Well, darling, it seems we’ve found the missing Ever for your team.” 


e 10 2>- 
NICOLA 
The Perks of Being a Reader 


Sophie might be a Dean, but that didn’t mean Nicola had respect for the 
girl or would join her ranks of fawning students. 

For one thing, she’d met Sophie back when they lived in Gavaldon, but 
Sophie was acting as if she’d never seen Nicola in her life. For another, 
Nicola had read The Tale of Sophie and Agatha and thought Sophie was a 
class-A brat. And then on Nicola’s first day, Sophie had blamed her for 
caving in a classroom when it wasn’t her fault at all! 





For these reasons (and more), she’d been giving Sophie hostile looks 
ever since she got to school two weeks ago and Sophie had been giving 
them right back. 

So imagine Nicola’s surprise when it was Sophie herself who barged 
into her room tonight and dragged her onto this boat, helped by Hester, Dot, 
and Anadil, three witches she’d only seen in a storybook. 

No one told her why. They’d just acted like she was their prisoner and 
gave her thirty seconds to pack before they flung her aboard and dumped 
her in the worst room. She didn’t even know who else was on the crew, 
since no one had bothered to come check on her once they’d set sail. 

It hurt her feelings, to be honest. Hester was one of her favorite 
characters in The Tale of Sophie and Agatha and being treated like a stray 


dog by your favorite characters is worse than never meeting them at all. 
Even Dot, who seemed so jolly and sweet on the page, hadn’t managed a 
proper “hello.” 

I should have known, she thought. Girls like me are always left out of 
fairy tales. 

Nicola steeled herself. Well, if this crew couldn’t show her the most 
basic manners, then she wasn’t going to make an effort either. Instead, she 
would handle them the way she’d handled rude customers at Pa’s pub in 
Gavaldon: with grace, dignity, and pity for their poor souls. 

Thunder blasted outside and a slash of lightning lit up her window. 

Nicola unpacked her toothbrush, soap, and comb in her tiny bathroom. 
The boat had been swerving and lurching through this storm for the past 
hour. 

Whoever was steering had no idea what they were doing. 


“Man the sails!” Agatha cried, soaked to the bone as she gripped the 
captain’s wheel— 

Nicola snuck closer to the galley door so she could peer through the 
crack and survey the whole deck. 

Lightning ripped through a sail and the /graine lurched off-course, rain 
flooding over the rails. The storm had exploded only a few hours after they 
left, caging them into whirling winds they couldn’t escape. Hester and the 
witches were siphoning water off the deck using their fingerglows— 

“Lady of the Lake controls these waters! Should be giving us easy 
passage!” Hester was shouting at Anadil and Dot. 

Meanwhile, Nicola’s classmate Bogden was clutching a red-haired boy 
as he puked overboard; Sophie was crawling on all fours up the deck; and 
another boy was batting down the hatches, which kept coming loose— 

Hort! Nicola gasped, recognizing him. Her whole body went hot... . 

Wind slammed against the boat, spinning it like a pinwheel, knocking 
Sophie into a railing. The broken sail flapped over her, lashing against the 
mast. A huge shard of wood snapped under the rogue sail and came 
shearing down, about to spear the deck— 

Instantly, Dot turned the shard to chocolate chips, which scattered into 
the rain. Hester’s demon flew off her neck and hoisted up the heavy sail; 


Anadil’s three rats secured its ropes (all the while catching chocolate in 
their mouths). 

“What did I... say... about... boats!” Sophie mewled, makeup 
smeared, soggy hair caught around her neck like a noose. Blown side to 
side, she scooted on her stomach up the steps to the captain’s level— 

“The wind is sending us everywhere but Avalon,” Agatha growled, 
wrangling the wheel. “We should be there by now!” 

“You said the ship listens to you!” Sophie squawked behind her. 

“The ship, not the weather! The faster I tell it to go, the more the wind 
hits us!” 

Sophie lunged off the top step and grabbed hold of Agatha’s ankle. 
“Isn't it a magic ship? Make it fly or turn invisible!” 

“What good is being invisible in a storm! Or flying higher into it!” 
Agatha said, squinting into the rain. “We must be fifty miles off-course!” 

There were clearer skies to the east, which would give them a chance to 
regroup. She just needed to steer the boat out of this wind-cage— 

“SAIL EAST!” she shouted at the wheel. 

The /graine bounded eastwards but bashed into headwinds, making it 
swing back and forth like one of those sickening pirate-ship rides at the 
Gavaldon Fair. Sophie lost grip of Agatha’s shoe and went rolling down the 
stairs. 

“AGATHA!” she shrieked, hanging off the staircase banister. 

Hort ran to save her, but tripped and plunged down a hatch. Bogden was 
now retching alongside the red-haired boy, while the witches tumbled 
across the deck like marbles. As the ship bobbed, water surged over the rail. 
The /graine started to sink— 

“Mind if I help?” a voice said behind Agatha. 

Agatha turned to see a short, buxom black girl her age leaning against a 
rail, arms folded. She had a catlike face with thin eyes and sloping brows, 
along with springy black curls immune to the rain and a pink first-year’s 
Ever uniform at odds with her cold expression. 

“Nicola?” Agatha said, shouting over the storm. “That’s your name, 
isn’t it?” 

“And yours is Agatha, though the Agatha I’ve read about would have 
come and said hello so maybe that’s not your name after all,” Nicola 
replied. Agatha winced, but Nicola didn’t give her a chance to respond. 


“Steer like it’s a riptide. The wheel’s spinning left because you’re trying to 
go right. If you want to go right, turn the ship left.” 

“AGGIE! HELP!” Sophie howled below, a seagull on her head. 

Nicola narrowed her eyes. “Seagulls love the smell of hot decay. 
Wonder what that says about your friend.” 

She turned to find Agatha gaping at her. 

“T just told you how to get us out of this storm,” Nicola said. 

Agatha shook her head. “Sailing in the opposite direction doesn’t make 
sense—” 

Nicola glared harder. “Listen, I may be a first-year Reader who no one 
on this boat cares about, but that also means I’ve read your fairy tale and 
know you’re a smart girl. Smart enough to realize you’ve been trying to get 
us out of this storm for the past hour and have instead put us on the verge of 
a very watery death.” 

Another tidal wave detonated onto the deck, drenching Agatha. 

“One more and we’ll get to see who can hold their breath the longest,” 
said Nicola. 

Agatha swiveled towards the wheel. “SAIL WEST!” she commanded— 

The /graine pivoted smoothly to the west for just a moment. Then the 
current took over, counterposing the ship east. The wooden girl on the 
masthead swept her lantern towards the dawn-lit clearing. In a single move, 
the boat broke free of the wind-trap and glided towards Avalon. 

Sophie dropped like a stone to the deck, her gown blown over her head 
like a broken umbrella. The rest of the crew peeked up, no longer thrashing 
or scrambling or retching. All of their eyes honed in on the new girl, who’d 
just saved their necks. 

Sophie was the only one who didn’t smile at her. 

Nicola sauntered towards the galley in her sheepskin boots. “Is 
breakfast ready? Or should I take care of that too?” 

“Wait! If you’re a Reader, how’d you know how to do that!” Agatha 
called out behind her. 

“The same way I know everything,” the girl replied, without breaking 
stride. “I read.” 


“If you’re from Gavaldon, how did we never meet?” quizzed Agatha. 


“Didn’t I see you in a Never’s uniform the first day of school?” asked 
Hort, spooning his oatmeal. 

“Why did the Storian write you into our crew?” said Willam. 

“Do you even know what a fourth-year quest is?” asked Hester. 

Sitting across the galley dining table painted with Camelot’s crest, 
Nicola picked at a soggy tower of egg and cheese. “The real question is 
why an enchanted pot can’t make an omelet when I was making them at six 
years old.” 

“Think Dovey gave us a broken pot,” Bogden said, snacking on potato 
skins. “I asked for pancakes and it made these instead.” 

“Broken pot, broken map . . . Dovey’s house certainly isn’t in order,” 
Dot murmured. 

Nicola was midbite when she saw the ragtag Inquisition still gawking at 
her. “Oh, so I’ve been on this boat for hours and now I exist?” 

(“BOOBESHWAR!” Sophie screeched from her cabin.) 

Nicola’s lips tightened. “Well, let me answer your questions, then. 
Agatha, we never met in Gavaldon because you spent your time on Graves 
Hill and I spent mine at Papa Pipp’s Pub, helping my father cook for his 
customers. I knew your mother, though, since she treated Pa for his bad 
back. As for your friend, Sophie, she met me a few times in Gavaldon, but 
she doesn’t seem to remember, since girls like her only notice you if you’re 
useful or a threat.” 

Nicola turned to Willam. “I haven’t the faintest clue why the Storian put 
me on your crew, though from what I can tell, maybe it’s to keep you all 
alive.” 

Nicola turned to Hort, blushing hard. “As for why I’m now in an Ever’s 
uniform, that’s a long story. But Pve read The Tale of Sophie and Agatha 
and you’re a lot more handsome in person than on the page—except to be 
honest, I'd prefer the old you before you buffed up to look like Tedros, 
who’s about as enticing as vanilla pudding. But even if you’re deluded 
about your own self-image and are hooked on blond, skinny girls, the fact 
I’m talking to the real Hort instead of reading about you is the only nice 
part of being on this boat. Especially since you didn’t answer any of my 
letters.” 

Hort dropped his spoon. 


Nicola turned to Hester. “What do I know? I know we’re on a quest to 
find out why your classmates’ quests are failing and prevent any more from 
dying. I know that the Storian says a ‘Snake’ has made its way into the 
Woods and is determined to take down a ‘Lion.’ And I know only Agatha 
seems to know what those words mean. Which is why I’m curious as to 
why everyone is asking me questions instead of her.” 

Everyone stared at Nicola. 

“Oh, this little fella told me everything,’ Nicola explained, as 
Boobeshwar hopped from her lap, where he’d been hidden, and perched on 
her shoulder. “Mongooses are chatty if you rub their heads. Learned that 
from reading The Brave Maharajah.” 

She zeroed in on Agatha. “But enough about me. Since this is now a 
quest that belongs to us all, I think it’s time you told us what you know 
about lions and snakes.” 

Everyone turned to Agatha. 

“There you are, Boobeshwar!” a voice rang out. 

Sophie paraded in wearing a crystal-studded blue-and-white sailor’s 
dress and towering heels. “Sorry, I needed to freshen up and—” She tripped 
over a mound of weapons they’d taken from school: swords, daggers, axes, 
spears. “Hort, for heaven’s sakes, put these somewhere else. Can’t have 
warmongering in the kitchen. Shall we start breakfast? I’m famish—” 

Sophie bit her lip. 

The crew was already eating. 

And no one was even glancing in her direction, including Hort, who 
was ogling Nicola as if she’d shot an arrow through his heart. 

Sophie cleared her throat. “Surely it’s proper form to wait for a Dean 
before—” 

Nicola whirled and shot her a withering look, Sophie’s mongoose on her 
shoulder. Then she turned back to Agatha. 

“You were saying, Captain?” 


Nicola wasn’t supposed to be here. Not on this ship, not at this school, not 
in the Woods. She should be in Gavaldon right now, working at the pub 
with Pa. 

But her two older brothers, Gus and Gagan, had thrown a wrench in all 
that. 


They wanted Papa Pipp’s Pub for themselves, but Pa had no intention of 
leaving his legacy to two boys who would sell the place off the second he 
died. Instead, he decreed that Nicola would inherit the pub. With her in 
charge, Gus and Gagan could be kept at bay, continuing to pass plates and 
scrub pots to make a wage for the rest of their lives. (To make matters 
worse, Nicola beat them at every sport they played.) 

Day after day, her brothers wished: /f only she wasn t around. 

Then one day they made their wish come true. 

When Nicola was younger, the whole town was petrified of the School 
for Good and Evil. Every four years, two children were kidnapped from 
Gavaldon—the best-behaved kid for Good, the worst-behaved kid for Evil 
—and neither would ever see their family or friends again. Instead, they’d 
disappear into the Woods and reappear years later in illustrated tales that 
magically arrived at Mr. Deauville’s Storybook Shop. Any child not taken 
would sigh with relief, knowing they were safe for four more years. 

But that was before Sophie and Agatha. 

Now a school of horrors had become every child’s dream. 

Statues of scenes from Sophie and Agatha’s tale were built all over 
Gavaldon. Thousands of fan letters were left at these monuments, along 
with pleas to be kidnapped and taken to the school. For Halloween, children 
dressed as Sophie (pink dresses, blond wigs), Agatha (black sack dresses), 
and Tedros (no shirt, a sword). At Gavaldon Primary School, teachers used 
The Tale of Sophie and Agatha to explain everything from grammar (“Is 
‘stymph’ a noun or proper noun?”) to math (“If there are 10 kids from each 
school in the Trial by Tale and 6 kids die during it, how many make it out 
alive?”) The annual Gavaldon Fair became a School for Good and Evil 
theme park, with a Wish Fish Fortune-Telling Pool, Flowerground Roller 
Coaster, Trial by Tale Corn Maze, Princess Uma’s Animal Merry-Go- 
Round, and Halfway Bay Wave Pool. 

But it wasn’t just children who were captivated by Sophie and Agatha. 
Stefan, Sophie’s father, had become the most popular man in Gavaldon after 
the girls’ tale revealed the Elders to be corrupt villains. Soon, the Council 
was replaced by a Mayor’s Office, to which Stefan was elected by 
unanimous vote. Stefan’s first act as Mayor was to tack a note for his 
daughter on his door demanding that a) she and Agatha visit home 
immediately and b) to satisfy Gavaldon’s clamoring children, the School 


should start accepting applications from Readers, provided new students 
could return home on holidays to see their families. 

Nothing came of the first request. 

But a week later, the citizens of Gavaldon woke to a proclamation on 
their doors, announcing open applications to the School for Good and Evil, 
which would now host a new class of Evers and Nevers each year, 
beginning in August, instead of every four years. In addition, each 
household received a shiny new copy of The Ever Never Handbook, a guide 
to the School for Good and Evil with rules, classes, uniforms, and most 
importantly, formal applications to the school itself, with questions such as: 
If you were marooned on a deserted island, what three things would you 
like to have? and If I were an animal, Ud like to be a .. . Children eagerly 
filled out these forms and left them in sealed envelopes near the girls’ 
statues, the envelopes piling up week after week like parchment 
mountains . . . until one night all the applications magically disappeared. 

Nicola had been tempted to apply, of course. She’d read thousands of 
storybooks and knew she was smarter and stronger than any of the Readers 
that had been taken before. 

Who needs Agatha and Sophie when they can have me? she’d thought. 
Those girls had made for a lively story, but their tale was over. It was time 
for a new hero. 

And yet, as much as she wanted it to be her . . . it couldn’t be. 

She had an aging Pa to care for, customers to manage, and a business to 
run. If she left, everything her father had worked for—and his father and his 
father and his father—would be wasted by her brothers. 

So it was a complete shock when two weeks ago, in the middle of a hot 
August night, she was magically sucked out of her bed, flung onto a bony 
bird, whisked on a harrowing ride through a dark forest, and dropped into 
the School for Evil’s sludgy moat with more than a hundred villainous 
Nevers-to-be. 

Her stupid, no-good, nasty brothers! Gus and Gagan must have filled 
out an application under her name. But there was no time to stew about it. 
The wolves were already whipping children onto shore. ... 

She had to get home. Pa was surely worried sick. But as she was shoved 
into a saggy black uniform and thrust books and a schedule, Nicola felt a 
sense of déja vu. She’d read The Tale of Sophie and Agatha so many times 


that she couldn’t help but enjoy being in this world she knew so much 
about. 

Staying one day wouldnt hurt, would it? she wondered. If she stayed, 
she could explore places she’d only known in a book . . . participate in 
challenges she already knew how to beat... . Imagine: she might even get a 
glimpse of beautiful, perfect Hort... . 

But she never got the chance. 

Evil didn’t want her. 

The dorm locked her out; hallways ejected her into the bay; doors 
slammed in her face and spellbooks on her hand. Everywhere she went the 
castle rebelled, until rooms started caving in the moment she entered. She 
had no idea why any of this was happening, yet Dean Sophie held her 
personally responsible for the mess and marched her across the bridge to 
Professor Dovey in the School for Good. But seeing the chaos Nicola had 
caused in Evil’s castle, Dovey didn’t want her either. She told Sophie that 
since Nicola had been delivered to Evil’s door, she was Sophie’s problem. 

So there was nothing Dean Sophie could do except drag Nicola back 
across the bridge, grumbling about Readers and the burdens of being a 
Dean and why she’d been sentimental enough to listen to her father’s idea 
of accepting Readers in the first place. ... 

That’s when Nicola smashed into the invisible barrier. 

The bridge had let her go from Evil to Good but wouldn’t let her go 
from Good to Evil. She was trapped, no matter how much she tried to ram 
through. And unlike Evil, the Good towers had no allergy to her, welcoming 
Nicola without a tremor. 

So the decision was made for her. 

She would spend the next few months as an Ever. At Christmas, she’d 
go back home with the other Readers and would stay with Pa forever, while 
the rest returned to school. 

But until then... . Nicola would wear pink. 


“The Lion and the Snake is a fairy tale,” said Agatha, sipping ginger tea. 
“Not one I’ve heard of,” said Nicola as she cleared the breakfast plates. 
“Nor I,” said Hort, magically erasing stains off the Camelot crest on the 

table. 

“Nor I,” chorused Bogden and Willam as they washed salt off portholes. 


“Nor I,” said Hester as the witches took dishes from Nicola and cleaned 
them with their fingerglows. 

“Well, I’ve certainly heard of it,” Sophie preened, cozying up to Agatha. 

“No, you haven’t,” Agatha snapped to Nicola’s delight. “No one here 
knows The Lion and the Snake because it’s a fairy tale about Camelot and 
one mainly told inside its walls. I read it out loud to spoiled children 
yesterday to raise money for our broken drawbridge.” 

“How plebeian,” murmured Sophie. 

Says a girl whose father worked at the mill, Nicola thought, rolling her 
eyes. 

“Apparently it’s the only story that every child in Camelot knows,” 
Agatha was saying. “Luckily, when you read a story out loud, you 
remember most of it. It went something like this.” 

She raised her glowing finger and tendrils of gold magically streamed 
from its tip, dispersing like threads over Nicola’s head. ... 

“Once upon a time, a beautiful new kingdom appeared at the edge of the 
sea,” said Agatha. “Only it had no king.” 

The golden threads morphed into majestic spires with rounded 
turrets. ... 

“Every kingdom must have a king, so it waited for someone to take the 
throne. But to be king requires strength and cleverness, values rarely found 
in the same being. In the end, only two came forward to claim the crown. 
The Lion. And the Snake.” 

Each of the two rivals appeared out of Agatha’s glow, striking and 
slashing at each other. 

“No one knew how to decide between them, so a vote was held. Those 
who believed the new kingdom should be ruled with strength chose the 
Lion. Those who believed the new kingdom should be ruled with cleverness 
chose the Snake. Both drew an equal number of votes, the kingdom in 
perfect balance.” 

Between the Lion and the Snake, a third glowing outline appeared. . . . 

“And so the Eagle was brought in to make the final choice, since he 
flew high above and saw the world in a way no one else could. The Eagle 
asked each rival a single question: ‘If you were king, would the Eagle be 
subject to your rule?’ 


“The Lion said yes. As long as the Eagle flew over his kingdom, he 
would receive his protection, but also be bound by his rule. The Snake said 
no. If he were king, the Eagle would be as free as he was before.” 

Slowly, the Lion’s phantom disappeared. 

“So the Eagle chose the Snake.” 

In a flash of glow, an army of hooded snakes descended on the Eagle— 

“That night, without protection, the eagles were attacked. The Snake 
and his minions hid in the trees, decimating the eagles before the Lion and 
his friends came to their rescue. Soon, the Lion caught the murderous 
Snake. As he prepared to kill it, however, the Snake warned him... .” 

The glowing serpent now had a voice: 

“You dare not kill a king. The Eagle chossssse me because he wanted 
freedom. He got that freedom. What happened after doesnt change the 
Truth. The throne is mine. I am your king. Just because you do not like the 
Truth does not mean you can replacccce it with a Lie. And if you kill me, 
your new king will be a Lie. Kill me and I ssssshall return to take my 
crown. ...” 

The Lion paused, glowing brighter, seemingly taking this in... . 

Then it tore apart the Snake. 

“The Snake’s warning was ignored. The Lion became King of Camelot 
and defender of all creatures. And to atone for his earlier mistake in 
choosing the Snake, the Eagle became the Lion’s loyal advisor from that 
day forward, defending the realm in case the Snake should ever return.” 

The shadows dissolved as Agatha’s fingerglow cooled. 

“And that’s how the kingdom of Camelot came to be,” Agatha finished. 

Nicola followed Agatha’s eyes to the Camelot crest painted on the table: 
Excalibur, flanked by two eagles. 

Only as she looked closer at the famous crest, Nicola saw something she 
hadn’t seen before. .. . 

The eagles had the bodies of lions. 

“Wouldn’t have ever thought of it again but clearly the Storian wants us 
to,” said Agatha. “The pen said the Snake has come to take down the Lion 
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“Which means the Lion is the King of Camelot,’ Sophie proclaimed 
proudly. 
Duh, thought Nicola. 


“And the Snake wants his crown back,” said Sophie. “And to take down 
the king.” 

Duhhhhh, Nicola scowled, seeing Agatha grow increasingly anxious. 

“Tedros is definitely the Lion,” said Sophie. 

“Yes, we know,” said Nicola impatiently. “What we don’t know is: Who 
is the Snake? And how do we catch him before he gets to Tedros?” 

“There’s another question. And it’s the reason we’re going to Avalon 
first,” said Agatha, meeting Nicola’s eyes. “If the Lion is Tedros and the 
Snake wants to take him down . . . then why hasn't he gone after Tedros 
already? Why is he going after Tedros’ friends?” 

This time, even Nicola was quiet. 


Standing at the captain’s wheel, Nicola gazed out at the pink-and-gold sky, 
thin clouds knitted across it like snake scales. Agatha had gone to take a 
brief nap after commanding the /graine to forge southeast and leaving 
Nicola on watch. But it’d been smooth sailing for the past few hours and 
Nicola was about to fall asleep too. Even Sophie’s mad mongoose had 
passed out, curled luxuriously around her ankle. 

Perhaps I should wake Agatha, Nicola thought. 

But the girl had sailed all night from Camelot, and from what the 
mongoose had told her, Agatha and Tedros had been having a rough time. 
Plus, Agatha had asked her to watch the ship—not Hester, not Anadil, not 
Willam—and Nicola felt honored. The other crew silently nodded when 
Agatha had made this decision, as if the first year had already earned her 
place. 

Just like that, Nicola’s bitterness about being on this boat was gone. Part 
of this was getting to meet Hort, of course. He’d even smiled at her in the 
galley. Maybe my letters didn t put him off after all... . 

Suddenly she wasn’t tired anymore. She could sleep for the rest of her 
life when she made it back home. 

If she made it back, that is. 

In a fairy tale, someone always dies so the others can live, she worried, 
thinking of Tristan, Nicholas, Cinderella, and others brutally killed in the 
last fairy tale that the Storian wrote. Is that why the pen added her to this 
story? To sacrifice her? 


No way. She wasn’t going to die here. No matter what the Storian had 
planned, she’d get back home to Pa and they’d celebrate Christmas 
together. If only she could let him know she was safe in the meantime. Then 
she could make the most of her stay here without worry or guilt. But how to 
get a letter to Gavaldon? Sophie would know, wouldn't she. . . . The one 
person she didn’t want to ask for favors. 

A flash of gold caught her attention and Nicola leaned over the wheel to 
see a chain hanging off it, carrying a small gold vial. 

The Quest Map. 

She’d seen Agatha and Sophie examining it earlier. Sophie had said 
something about Dovey fixing the map so it tracked quests accurately, 
before Agatha had borrowed it from Sophie to study it closer. She must 
have left the necklace here when she’d gone to nap... . 

Nicola glanced back towards the galley. Through the windows, she 
could see Willam and Bogden huddling over what looked like tarot cards, 
while the three witches were still in a secret meeting about how to find a 
School Master on this quest (she’d eavesdropped in the bathroom). No one 
was on the deck with her. And no one could see her if she inched behind 
one of the masts... . 

Remembering how Sophie and Agatha conjured the Quest Map, Nicola 
emptied the vial and watched the liquid gold suspend and congeal. Leaning 
into the map, she peered at a three-dimensional toy ship sailing towards 
Avalon, with Hester’s, Agatha’s, Sophie’s, Anadil’s, Hort’s, and Dot’s 
figurines aboard. There wasn’t one for Willam since he wasn’t a student, 
but there was one for Bogden and one for her, complete with a pink Ever’s 
dress and curly black hair. The crew’s names were bright blue, unlike the 
names in red scattered around the map. Was the Snake tampering with these 
red-lettered quests? And hadn’t the mongoose mentioned something about 
unrest in the kingdoms? Did the Snake have something to do with that too? 

The answers were waiting in Avalon. 

Instead of feeling scared, Nicola felt charged. There was danger ahead. 
But the idea that she was in a realm of adventure and magic and might meet 
more characters like Kiko, Merlin, or Guinevere . . . Her chest thumped 
faster. She wasn’t just some observer anymore, reading a book while she 
stirred chowder at the pub. She was inside the book. And unlike other 
stories she’d read, this time she’d only find the ending by living through it. 


Nicola’s eyes shifted back to the toy /graine, gliding across the map. It 
was millimeters away from Avalon. If the map was right, she would sight 
land any moment. 

“Barely a first year and they’ve made you Captain,” a voice said behind 
her. 

Nicola’s stomach dropped. Hort! 

She turned. “Barely a fourth year and they made you a professor,” she 
said, acting nonchalant. 

“It could be worse. I was supposed to teach Evers too,” said Hort. “But 
Professor Dovey put a stop to that.” 

He was in short black breeches, high black socks, and a long-sleeved 
white cotton shirt, the laces untied to reveal his muscular chest. His cheeks 
had a rosy glow as if he’d just scrubbed them and his black hair was wet 
and spiky. He smelled like clean laundry, which surprised her—from 
reading about him, she assumed he’d smell like wet rat or dead flowers. But 
instead, he smelled lovely . . . so either books got things wrong or Hort had 
cleaned up to talk to her. Both ideas were alarming. 

“You’re looking at me funny,” said Hort. 

“Oh, uh—” Nicola turned from him and collided loudly with the Quest 
Map, waking up Boobeshwar, who darted around as if he’d been fired out 
of a cannon. “Um, you had a fly in your hair. Shouldn’t you be checking on 
Sophie?” 

“Shouldn’t you be giving her back her Quest Map?” said Hort. 

“T found it like this,” said Nicola. 

“Spoken like a first year.” 

“Yet the Storian wrote me into this quest and not you,” said Nicola. 

“A feisty first year,” said Hort. 

“You have no idea,” said Nicola. 

Hort raised his brows. 

Nicola stared into his beautiful, velvet-brown eyes. 

“I would have answered your letters,” said Hort. 

“You read them? For real?” Nicola asked. 

“Yeah, but I thought they were pranks.” 

“Oh.” 

“T liked them, though.” 


“Everything you just said . . . you could have written back to me,” said 
Nicola. 

Hort blinked at her. “You’re not much of an Ever.” 

“Because I don’t look like a princess?” Nicola asked, hurt. “I mean, I 
know they all look a certain way—” 

“Because you’re better than a princess,” said Hort, moving closer to her. 
“And that uniform.” 

Nicola turned the color of her dress. “Well, seeing this is the only outfit 
I own at the moment and that Pm not going to be in the Woods very 


long...” 

Hort cocked his head. 

“I need to get home to my father,” Nicola explained, wishing she could 
lay her head on his shoulder. “Even if I wanted to stay . . . even if I had 


good reason...” 

“Your dad comes first,” said Hort definitively. 

Nicola sighed. He understands. Not just because Hort was a sensitive 
soul, but because from what Nicola had read, he’d been close to his dad too. 

“Is it weird meeting people you’ve read about?” he asked, as if sensing 
her thoughts. “Do you feel like you know me because you’ve read about 
me?” 

Nicola gazed at him. “I thought I did.” 

Hort went quiet for a moment. 

Then he said: “I don’t only like blond, skinny girls, you know.” 

Nicola’s legs turned to jelly. 

“That’s not for a student’s eyes,” a voice said— 

Sophie cut between Nicola and Hort, instantly shrinking the Quest Map 
into the vial and clasping it around her own neck. “Agatha should be more 
careful leaving a Dean’s property around. Hort, will you go wake her up?” 

“Actually, me and Nicola were—” 

“Thank you, darling,” Sophie said, giving him a peck on the cheek. 
“Hurry off now.” 

Hort frowned and walked towards the galley, touching his kissed cheek. 


“Whole world’s gone mad... ,” Nicola heard him murmur. 
“I feel like we’ve started badly, Nicola,” said Sophie, facing her. “We’re 
going to have to work together and right now you and I are... .” Sophie 


stopped because her mongoose had hopped onto Nicola’s shoulder. Sophie 


glared at him slit-eyed. “I don’t know whether it’s because you’ve read 
stories about me or because you keep insisting that we’ve met before —” 

“We have met,” Nicola said. “You wrote a review of my father’s pub in 
the town paper and said ‘if the nut crumble is any indication, it’s time 
Gavaldon moved on to more sophisticated cuisine.”” 

Sophie waved dismissively. “Well, I’m sorry if I insulted your father’s 
nuts—” 

“It was my nut crumble,” said Nicola. “I made it.” 

“And had I known that, I would have said it was delightful,” Sophie 
chimed. “In any case, you can return home as soon as our quest is finished 
and you'll bake all the crumbles you like. But until then, I really do want us 
to be friends.” 

Nicola was stupefied. Whenever she’d read about Sophie, she’d always 
been frustrated that no one in the story stood up to her. But here she was in 
front of the girl, who was brazenly insulting her to her face, and all she 
could do was laugh. 

“See, that’s better,” Sophie cooed cozily. “And don’t think I haven't 
noticed that Professor Hort’s taken a liking to you. You two seem to be 
quite fond of each other. Naughty girl.” 

“Well, if you’re not interested in him, I certainly am,” said Nicola. 

“I see,” Sophie chuckled. Then like a switch had flipped, her face 
clouded over. “See, that’s the thing. To say something like that, and to a 
Dean no less, is highly inappropriate. Hort is a teacher and you are a 
student. It doesn’t matter that he’s hardly older than you and is as much of a 
‘teacher’ as I am a horned troll. Anyone knows teachers can’t be chummy 
with students. Besides, Hort already chose his true love long ago and it’s 
not like she’s going anywhere, is she? So if I were you, I’d focus on helping 
us complete our quest and getting home to your dear father as soon as you 
can.” 

Nicola felt as if she’d been slapped. 

Sophie was already walking away. “Come, Boobeshwar. Mother has 
fresh nuts for you... .” 

This time the mongoose followed, its loyalty easily bought. 

Nicola watched them go, flurrying with emotions. For one thing, she 
knew from reading that the girl was a master manipulator. And yet, as much 
as she hated to admit it, Sophie was right: Nicola couldn't stay in this world 





much longer, even if she wanted to . . . so despite the fact her dreamy 
fantasy hunk had just flirted with her, keeping her distance from Hort 
seemed both prudent and practical. ... 

But there were bigger things to worry about right now. Because through 
the darkening sky, she heard the shriek of birds and saw the outline of tall, 
gray cliffs. ... 

“Land ho!” she cried. 

The galley door flung open and she heard the crew running onto the 
deck— 

Nicola turned to them, framed by the foaming spray of waves, like a 
captain in a storybook. “Man your stations! Avalon ahead!” 


en ll 
AGATHA 
Stay with the Group 


Its hard not to think of your true love when you’re wearing his clothes. 
But if Agatha thought about Tedros, she also had to think of a Snake 
who wanted to take him down... a Snake who didn’t yet have aname.... 
She could hear the crew crunching through snow—Sophie, Hort, 
Nicola, Bogden, Willam, the three witches—each armed with a weapon and 
following her dutifully even though Agatha didn't have a clue where she 
was going. 





She’d been to Avalon Island before, but that was months ago, when 
Merlin was guiding them, the only person besides the King of Camelot to 
whom the Lady of the Lake’s castle would open. But now Agatha had no 
Merlin to open those castle gates nor the slightest idea how to even find the 
castle, since last time she’d been so busy fretting about Tedros dumping her 
for Sophie that she hadn’t noticed the route. 

Not that there was a route to find anymore. Powdery snow matted the 
desolate shrubland and was still falling fast. There was no sun to guide 
them either, its afternoon light trapped behind a wall of gray. Shivering in 
her bandana, Agatha shoved her chapped hands deeper in Tedros’ brown 
leather jacket, which she’d worn over his cut-off breeches. Stupid me, she 
thought. She’d packed for summer even though her teacher Yuba had told 
them in Forest Groups that it was always winter in Avalon. 

Agatha plodded ahead gloomily. First she’d almost drowned her crew 
and now she was freezing them to death. Her quest was off to a rousing 
start. 

A whiff of Tedros’ minty scent came off her shirt. 


“This isn t your quest. It's mine,” his voice echoed. 

Maybe he’d been right. He was the one whose best friend was dead. He 
was the Lion in the Storian’s tale. 

So why am I here without him? Agatha thought. 

Because he’d insisted that a king couldn’t abandon his people. But that 
wasn’t the whole truth, of course. The truth was that she wanted him to stay 
behind. She wanted to keep him out of danger. 

Little had she known that a Snake might be coming for him. 

Agatha gritted her teeth. No matter what—or who— was ahead, she’d 
save her prince. 

This isnt right, said a voice inside her. No one can save Tedros but 
himself. 

Agatha rolled her eyes. Didn’t princes save princesses all the time? 

This isn t about boys and girls, the voice said. This is about destiny. This 
is about the truth. You’re only making his problems worse— 

Agatha squashed the voice down. 

She glanced over her shoulder at the /graine, peeking behind the cliff 
rock where they’d anchored a couple miles off. Instinct told her she was 
going the right way. She plowed forward, snow coating her lashes, a dagger 
strapped to her back. 

Sophie accosted her in a voluminous white fur coat. “At first I was 
thinking a ‘Nanook of the North’ theme for your wedding, with faux tundra, 
penguin caterers, and Teddy in an ice-blue leotard. Now not so much.” 

Agatha didn’t smile. 

“You’re worried about him, aren’t you?” Sophie sighed. 

“Not because of whatever you read in the Royal Rot.” 

“You’re worried about him because you love him, Aggie. Just like I 
worry about you.” 

Agatha looked at her. 

“Don’t be so shocked, darling. I know I’m wicked and petty and call 
Teddy a boob to anyone who will listen, but he loves you as much as you 
love him and you two will get married on October 14th come hell or high 
water,” said Sophie. “When Dovey first enlisted me for this quest, I tossed 
it off, thinking it had nothing to do with me. But I’m starting to see why it is 
my quest. Because I won’t let any ‘Snake’ get in the way of my best 
friend’s Ever After, especially after I played that role myself for far too 


long. And if ıt means risking my life to get you and Teddy to that altar safe 
and sound... well, even the villain can play the hero sometimes.” 

Agatha’s eyes grew wide. “Did you really turn the Doom Room into a 
dance club on Saturday nights?” 

“Complete with lava pit and monthly foam parties,” said Sophie. 
“Why?” 

“Just making sure you’re the same girl,” Agatha said. 

“Well, if you go on ignoring my letters, P11 buy every last dungbomb in 
the Endless Woods and stymph-raid your castle.” 

“Definitely the same girl.” 

Sophie brushed snow off Agatha’s face. “You know, if the Storian is 
referencing that fairy tale, it means the Snake wants Teddy’s crown. So why 
doesn’t he just storm Camelot and kill him? Why go after other kingdoms? 
Why go after our friends? Only that got me thinking . . . The Snake cant 
storm Camelot and kill Tedros. Killing Teddy won’t make him king. It 
would lead to war with the whole Woods. So he must have some other 
plan.” 

“But what other plan could he have?” said Agatha. “Tedros is Arthur’s 
blood and the only rightful king by royal law. No matter what he does, 
nothing will ever change that.” 

They pondered this silently, listening to Agatha’s teeth chatter. 

“Do you want to huddle under my coat?” Sophie asked. “We’ll look like 
conjoined twins, but we can’t have you dying. You’re the only one who 
knows where we’re going.” 

“Um, right,” Agatha said as Sophie draped white fur over her. “Listen, I 
thought I knew the route, but—” 

Dot shoved in under the fur. “Oooh, toasty,” she gushed, hogging the 
coat. “Hester and Anadil have ice in their veins, but I’ve had enough, thank 
you. Tried eating chocolate snow but that just made me colder. How far are 
we from the gates? We aren’t going to be there by the time Dovey checks 
in!” 

“I don’t understand why Dovey can’t see us in her crystal ball whenever 
she wants,” said Sophie, snatching back the fur. 

“Because her ball is broken,” grunted Anadil, shoving under the coat. 

Everyone looked at her. 


“I have limits to bodily pain. Not like Hester,” Anadil soured, her frozen 
rats nuzzling the fur. “That girl took a knife in the stomach from Aric and 
didn’t cry.” 

“Aric. What a creep,” Dot shuddered. 

“But why is Dovey using a broken ball?” Sophie pressed. 

“When we interviewed a fairy godmother in Foxwood for School 
Master, she said that to make a crystal ball, a seer has to take a piece of a 
fairy godmother’s soul and meld it with a piece of their own,” Anadil 
explained. “That means every fairy godmother can only use the crystal ball 
made for her. Dovey told us hers was broken for years, but apparently 
Merlin helped her fix it.” 

“Useless pots, broken balls, and wasn’t her wand a bit musty too?” said 
Dot. “Maybe Pollux was right to petition for a new Dean.” 

“I have 100% confidence in Dovey as Dean,” Agatha refuted. “Besides, 
this is our quest. It’s not like she can save us through a crystal ball.” 

“She could at least tell us if we’re going the right way,” Anadil said, 
giving Agatha a dubious look. 

“Well, snowstorm or not, those lovebirds are doing just fine,” Dot 
chimed. 

Sophie leered back at Hort, deep in conversation with Nicola. “If that’s 
love, then I’m a pink leopard. She’s a first year who hasn’t had her 
fingerglow unlocked, thinks she knows everything because she’s read a few 
books, and wants to spend her life making casseroles at a pub. And she’s 
wearing sheepskin booties. They’re not even shoes.” 

Agatha frowned. “What happened to not being a snake?” 

“With you, darling. With everyone else, I’m still me,” Sophie breezed. 

“In any case, they aren’t the lovebirds I was talking about,” said Dot. 

The girls followed her eyes to Bogden and Willam, far behind. Bogden 
was short and dark; Willam, tall and fair. They weren’t conversing. They 
weren’t even looking at each other. 

“Such a joker, Dot,” Anadil snorted. 

Dot just whistled merrily. 

“All right, enough’s enough,” Hester snarled, shoving under the coat 
too, lips blue and cheeks frozen, glaring daggers at Agatha. “The Storian is 
writing our fairy tale, our lives are on the line, and instead of winning that 
tale, we’re lost in a blizzard—” 


“TOURS! AVALON TOURS! RIGHT HERE!” 

For a moment, the girls blinked dumbly, each thinking they’d imagined 
the voice they’d just heard. 

“DISCOVER AVALON AND ITS SECRETS! BEST TOURS IN TOWN!” 

Sophie pulled the coat off them and the girls squinted through snow at a 
tiny hut fifty yards ahead with a dome of dead palm fronds over a lumpy 
white table. As they approached, they read the sign: 


AJUBAJU TOURS 
Now serving over 50 Kingdoms, 
from Avalon to Zagazig! 
Maps: I silver piece 
Guided Tours by Ajubaju: 3 silver pieces 
* No weapons Allowed on Tours 


Ajubaju, it turned out, was a blubbery balding beaver, sweating like a 
spigot even though it was below freezing. 

“Cold? Lost? Confused? Then you have come to right place! I am 
Ajubaju, otherwise known as #1 best top tour guide in all the Woods!” he 
tooted in a clipped voice. “Many famous people love Ajubaju: Aladdin, 
Robin Hood, Peter Pan. ... See my reviews!” He grabbed a scroll from his 
stand littered with newspapers, held it open for a half-second, teeming with 
unreadable script, then stashed it, scattering newspapers to the snow. 
Agatha glimpsed a few headlines: 


MORE TROLL ATTACKS IN FOXWOOD 
Council Appeals to Camelot for Help 


BLOODBROOK KING KIDNAPPED 
Nevers Petition Camelot for Good—Evil Alliance 


TERROR IN NUPUR LALA! 
Locals Demand King Tedros Intervene! 


The beaver kicked these under his hut. “Ajubaju knows all about 
Avalon! Do you know you are near home of Lady of the Lake? Do you 
know she is maker of Excalibur? Do you know she hides King Arthur’s 


body in her lake and not only that, she is most pretty lady in the Woods? I 
wish my wife look like her but my wife look like me.” 

Hester nudged Agatha. “It’s like Dot turned into a beaver.” 

Dot spun to her: “You know what you’ve turned into? One of those tiny 
yapping dogs who thinks it’s scary when all the other dogs think it’s 
pathetic.” 

Hester gasped. 

“. . . Ajubaju can offer you hand-drawn map with gold leaf and ink of 
hummingbird that shows best parts of Avalon and is exclusive souvenir for 
you and your family!” the beaver gibbered. “But may I recommend for such 
beautiful ladies and gentlemen the full five-star guided tour experience, 
complete with buffet lunch and 50% off your next booking, rules and 
restrictions apply. Guided tours are available at 11:00 a.m., 1:00 p.m., 3:00 
p.m., 5:00 p.m., and oh, lucky for you—” He glanced up at the sky 
unconvincingly. “It is one of those times. Mmm, if there’s three witch girls, 
then blond girl with girlfriend in bandana, then two sweet boys, then boy 
who looks like weasel with lovely lady in pink . . . so 9 total at 3 pieces 
each . . .” Ajubaju pulled out a broken abacus and jangled colorful beads 
around, losing a few along the way— 

“Can’t you just tell us which way it is to the castle?” Agatha said, 
exasperated. 

“That would be the same as giving you map, which is 1 silver piece, so 
9 silver pieces since 9 of you will benefit,” Ajubaju replied. 

Sophie shunted in front of Agatha, scowling at the beaver. “Listen, 
Abracadabra. We don’t have silver pieces. And even if we did, how do we 
know you won’t just take our money and run? I don’t remember you here 
the last time we were in Avalon.” 

The beaver didn’t flinch. “Ajubaju in demand all over Woods. Surprised 
students of School for Good and Evil do not know, but I hear there is new 
Dean not as good as before.” 

Sophie’s eyes darkened. 

“With bounty on Guinevere and Lancelot, many people came after 
coronation to find them, since this is where fugitives hid last time. Except 
Avalon Island is very big! Bounty hunters need directions to Lady of the 
Lake castle. Prime opportunity for business,” the beaver barreled on. “But 


now not so many as before. Will go to my family in Eternal Springs. 
Warmer there.” 

He paused, staring at Sophie. “If you don’t have silver pieces for guided 
tour, Pll take fur coat.” 

“Over my dead body!” Sophie spat. 

“And for the map?” Agatha jumped in. 

The beaver looked at Nicola. “One of her shoes.” 

“What do you want my shoe for?” Nicola asked, startled. 

Ajubaju bit his lip. “To put something inside.” 

He didn’t explain further. 

Moments later, Nicola was leaning against the beaver’s hut, trying to 
yank off a snow-crusted bootie with Hort’s help, while Ajubaju showed 
Agatha a dirty, crude map covered in food stains. 

“Gold leaf and hummingbird ink, mmm?” Sophie said, glaring. 

“Wore away in snow,” Ajubaju snipped. “Gates are straight ahead, see. 
Keep walking and you’ll be there soon.” 

“So we were going the right way to begin with?” Agatha asked angrily. 

The beaver beamed yellow buckteeth. 

“Give him the blasted shoe and let's go,” Sophie growled, grabbing 
Agatha. “We’ve wasted enough time with this fool.” 

As she walked away, followed by the crew, they could hear Ajubaju still 
talking. 

“Another student came few days ago speaking of Evers and Nevers. 
Asked lots of questions. Handsome boy. Gray eyes. Wanted to find Lady of 
the Lake’s castle. You must be knowing him.” 

The whole group stopped in their tracks, staring at each other. 

But it was Agatha who finally turned around. 

“We’ll take the guided tour, please.” 


“Aggie, that coat was a gift from the Baroness of Hajebaji,” Sophie hissed, 
stripped to her skimpy sailor’s dress, snow chilling her bare arms and legs. 
“One-of-a-kind, custom-made in my size after she begged me to accept her 
daughter, Agnieszka, who 1s as charmless as a toenail, into my school. Now, 
thanks to you, I still have abominable Agnieszka but no coat—” 

“You care about a coat? I care that we have no weapons,” said Agatha, 
for the beaver had made them leave them at the hut, per “tour rules.” 


Ajubaju was ahead now, cocooned in Sophie’s fur, leading the crew 
towards the edge of the island. 

“I gave your friend map and told him how to get to castle, but I haven’t 
seen him since. Hope he did not get lost. Should have taken full guided 
tour,” he was saying. “No one lives in Avalon except Lady of the Lake 
because it is too cold. Even colder than Frostplains. Avalon means ‘Paradise 
of Apples.’ Easy to remember because apples are the only food here. They 
are special apples, of course, growing only in snow... .” 

“Look,” Agatha heard Anadil say. “Isn’t that the Camelot seal?” 

In the middle of the endless snowfield, a gray horse dappled with white 
spots was tied to a wooden stake. On its back was a leather saddle and 
blanket embroidered with the crest of two eagles flanking a sword. The 
horse paid them no mind, noshing on a bucket of bright green apples. 

“Must have been Chaddick’s horse,” Dot said. 

“Thank you, Lady Obvious,” Hester sneered, clearly smarting over their 
earlier exchange. “But if that’s Chaddick’s, then who’s feeding him? 
Bucket’s full. And those apples look freshly picked.” 

Agatha was thinking the same thing. Chaddick couldn’t have picked 
apples for his horse this morning because Chaddick wasn’t alive this 
morning. 

Her chest squeezed, the moment hitting her. Soon they’d see the Lady 
of the Lake’s gates. And if they found a way inside, soon they’d see 
Chaddick’s body too. 

In the distance, she finally made out the bone-white castle built upon a 
bluff above stormy gray seas. The crash of waves echoed with deafening 
booms as colossal iron doors covered in snow swung open hard against the 
rock, lashed by the wind. 

Crack! Crack! 

“The gates are open?” Agatha asked, surprised. 

“Lady opens gates for Ajubaju. Gave shelter to my family once. Knows 
me well,” the beaver said quickly. “See the rock around castle? It is no 
ordinary rock. This is Rakkari Rock. No magic can be done inside its 
boundaries. Only by Lady of the Lake—” 

“Doesn't make sense,” Agatha whispered to Sophie. “Her castle is 
supposed to be sealed. It’s King Arthur’s resting place. It’s Good’s most 
sacred hallows. Why would she open her gates for a beaver?” 


“Maybe she has a soft spot for vermin. She does let Merlin in, after all,” 
said Sophie. 

But Agatha was looking closely now at the snow-piled doors ahead as 
they bashed open against the rock. One of them was sunken, like it’d been 
hit by a cannonball, and the other was . . . crumpled. Iron fragments lay 
half-buried in the snow. 

“You said our friend asked lots of questions,” Agatha prompted, turning 
to the beaver. “What did he ask?” 

Ajubaju stopped midsentence, frowning. “Said he was here for school 
quest on behalf of Camelot. Wanted to know if anyone had broken into the 
Lady of the Lake castle. I said clearly they must not teach about Lady of the 
Lake at school. No one can break into Lady of the Lake castle. I will talk 
about Lady later in tour—” 

“Talk about her now,” Agatha demanded. 

The beaver puffed loudly and waddled ahead. “Lady of Lake is Good’s 
#1 most special top defender. She was born with beauty, immortality, and 
infinite magic . . . but she is cursed. If she ever kisses a boy—even once!— 
she will lose everything. So she hid in Avalon, free from temptation,” he 
explained. “Lady of the Lake will always be Camelot’s guardian, because 
Camelot is Good’s oldest kingdom. Even from afar Lady protects Camelot 
by giving king her sword of power and her waters as shelter. Even more 
important, she protects the Four Point, most sacred land in Woods. Four 
Point is site of King Arthur’s last battle, where he received mortal wound 
protecting balance between Good and Evil. As long as Lady of the Lake 
alive, Four Point is safe and Camelot is safe. That is why Lady must be 
secured. No one allowed here except Merlin and the king.” 

“And you and your tours,” said Agatha sharply. 

“Which I explained already,” said Ajubaju, even sharper. “Come. I show 
you what your friend was looking for.” 

Agatha watched the beaver carefully as they moved through the gates. 

Hes lying, she thought, peering at the splintered iron. Someone had 
broken in. 

And yet, the beaver had clearly met Chaddick and earned his trust. . . . 
How else would he know so much about him? 

Warily, Agatha followed the group as they walked the path around 
Avalon’s towers. These white spires were all connected into one circular 





palace with no windows or doors, overlooking a maze of zigzagging 
staircases. She could see the entrance to the stairs ahead, leading down to 
the lake, where the Lady lived. Agatha’s stomach knotted. It’s where 
Chaddick’s body would be. Luckily most of the crew was listening to 
Ajubaju babble about the history of Avalon and hadn’t noticed the stairs. 

But Sophie had. “Aggie,” she whispered, clutching her arm. “Is 
Chaddick... you know...” 

Agatha subtly leaned over the edge of the path. Through the 
crisscrossing stairs, she started to get a glimpse of the gray-watered lake 
and its snow-heaped shore far below. Agatha held her breath, her gut 
twisting harder... . 

Her eyes flared. 

Chaddick’s body wasn’t there. 

“Where is he?” Sophie breathed, sidling next to her. “That’s where the 
Storian drew him . . . right by the water. . .. Aggie, we should look for him 

“No,” Agatha ordered. “Stay with the group.” 

Not that Agatha had any intention of staying with the group herself. The 
Storian had told them Chaddick would be here and the Storian was never 
wrong. Chills rippled down Agatha’s spine. She needed to get to the Lady 
of the Lake. Surely she would have answers. But Agatha didn’t want Sophie 
or the others to come. Not when she didn’t know what else might be down 
there. It was too dangerous. 

“All the storybooks I’ve read say the Lady of the Lake is immortal,” she 
heard Nicola telling the beaver. “Don’t say anything about losing powers if 
she kisses a boy.” 

“Cause she’s been around thousands of years and never is gonna kiss a 
boy,” Willam chipped in. “Storybooks don’t waste ink on something that’ll 
never happen.” 

“Like you not puking every time the boat moves,” Bogden cracked. 
Willam kicked him. 

“Or like the Lady of the Lake becoming School Master,” Hester said, 
glaring at Dot. 

“We should at least ask,” Dot said, appealing to Anadil. 

“She’s the Lady of the Lake, you lump,” Anadil scorned. 


“Lady or not, it sounds like she needs a kiss,” said Hort, puckering his 
lips, to which Nicola made a farting noise and Hort poked her playfully 
(Sophie gagged). 

“This is what your friend was looking for,” Ajubaju said, stopping 
abruptly. 

The crew stopped joshing around. Agatha gazed up at the fortress of 
white towers. 

“Said he’d been following the attacks in Woods,” the beaver went on. 
“Lots of kingdoms having trouble lately. Attacks on both Evers and Nevers. 
Your friend thought whoever was doing attacks might be hiding in Lady of 
Lake’s castle.” 

“How could someone hide here? There’s no doors or windows to get 
inside,” said Nicola, knocking on the tower’s solid walls. 

“Ah,” the beaver grinned. “That’s where pretty lady needs tour guide.” 

Out of his pocket, Ajubaju drew a white, five-pointed star the size of a 
sand dollar. Sophie instantly recognized it as the same kind of star that 
Merlin had once laid in honor at King Arthur’s tomb. 

“Hey, how’d you get that ... ,” she said as the beaver pressed the star 
against the wall— 

But the star was already glowing, as if burning from within. Little by 
little, the outline of a door whittled into the stone around the star. The 
beaver pressed hard and a door creaked open where there’d been no door 
before, just wide enough to let someone through. 

“Lady of Lake must have let your friend inside,” the beaver said. “We 
can go inside too, if you like. Maybe your friend still there.” 

Agatha was hardly listening. She was staring off towards the stairs. 
Horse... apples . . . no body... 

Is Chaddick still alive? 

But the Quest Map said he was dead . . . and so did the Storian’s 
painting. ... 

Had there been a mistake? 

Eyes wide, she glanced back at the newly opened door into the tower. 

Is the beaver right? 

Is Chaddick inside? 

“Agatha?” 

She looked up and saw her crew watching her. 


“Come on. We have to trace his steps,” she said quickly, waving them 
in. 

One by one, the crew followed the beaver into the towers. 

Agatha hurried in last, cramming through the stone door— 

She stopped short. 

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a drop of blood in the snow behind 
her, near one of the beaver’s webbed pawprints. Sliding out the door, she 
dug her clump into the soft whiteness and swept off the top layer. 

Crimson soaked the path below. 

As she watched the others move into the tower, Agatha followed the 
trail, chipping away snow with her clump and uncovering a streak of red 
down the stairs. 

There was so much blood. 

Chest pounding, she descended the stairs... . 

“What happened to ‘stay with the group’?” Sophie snapped, bumping 
next to her. 

Then Sophie saw the blood. 

“Go with the others,” Agatha said tensely. 

But Sophie ignored her, rushing down the icy steps and slipping hard— 

Agatha seized her arm before she could fall. Sophie gave her a sheepish 
glance, then charged ahead. Agatha held on, stumbling after her. Like it or 
not, this was a team effort now. 

Coming down the jagged staircase, Agatha could see the mist of their 
twin breaths. Avalon was dead quiet, save the few pigeons on the staircase 
banister and the ripples of water below. Beneath the drab skies and white 
towers, the only flashes of color were the shiny green apples growing off 
rocks and the trail of blood down the snow-slicked stairs. Together, the two 
girls followed the stream of red, step by step, until they reached the bottom. 

“The Storian painted him right here,’ Agatha said, rushing to the 
water’s edge. She cleared away the mound of fresh snow on the shore— 

“Sophie... ,” she whispered. 

The outline of a boy was framed in blood next to the lake. 

Only there was no boy. 

“He was here,” said Agatha. “He was definitely here—”’ 

“He still is.” 


Agatha looked up and saw Sophie was a sick shade of white. Sophie 
raised her finger, pointing behind Agatha. 

Agatha turned. 

Deep in the corner against the staircase wall, Chaddick sat in the 
shadows. He had his knees to his bare, broad chest, his back flat against the 
stone, his eyes wide open. 

He was holding something between his hands. 

“Chaddick?” Agatha gasped. 

She rushed forward, diving into the snow and grabbing him— 

He was stone cold. 

His skin looked waxy and colorless, the gash in his flank turned rusty- 
brown. He gazed right at them, his pupils big and glassy. 

“He’s dead, isn’t he?” Sophie said softly. 

Agatha’s heart caved in. Of course he was dead. The Storian was 
right... . The Storian was always right. ... 

Except— 

“How did his body move?” Agatha asked. “He died over there. The 
Storian said so. Someone must have moved him... . after he was dead. ... 

“But why?” Sophie asked. “It doesn’t make any sense—” 

Then Agatha saw what Chaddick was holding. 

A folded piece of parchment. 





She pried it out of his stiff fingers and held it to the light. Someone had 
drawn on it. 

“It's the Camelot seal,” said Agatha. “But around the sword . . . now 
there’s ...” 

“The Snake knows we’re looking for him,” Sophie said, ashen. 

Fingers quivering, Agatha turned the page over. 

It was one of the beaver’s maps of Avalon, streaked with Chaddick’s 
blood, fingerprints smeared through it. 

Only as they looked closer, they saw they weren’t fingerprints. 

They were pawprints. 

Pawprints that looked a lot like the ones belonging to a beaver they’d 
just left with their friends. 

The two girls locked eyes, faces dawning with horror. ... 

Then they heard someone scream. 


SOPHIE 
First Loyalty 


“Sophie, hurry!” Agatha called, far up the steps in front of her. 

“It's these blasted shoes!” Sophie moaned, slipping on stairs like a cow 
on ice. 

“Who told you to wear heels!” 

More screams rang out from inside the tower. 

“Sounds like Nicola!” cried Agatha, speeding up. 





Sophie frowned, slowing down. “Well, in that case—” 

“Move, you fool!” Agatha berated. 

Sophie scurried after her, resorting to crawling on her hands and knees, 
wondering how she was huffing like a hog while Agatha, who ate every 
cookie in a 50-mile radius, was sprinting up the stairs with ease. But soon 
she reached the top and was hustling behind her friend towards the stone 
door, still open a sliver. Both girls threw their weight against it, barely 
shoving it ajar, before Sophie’s heels lost traction in the snow and she face- 


planted with a shriek. By the time she staggered up, Agatha was already 
inside. Sophie squeezed through behind her— 

It was pitch dark. 

“Aggie?” Sophie wisped. 

“My fingerglow won’t light,” Agatha said nearby. 

“Magic doesn’t work here, remember? Raccoon rock or whatever he 
called it. Doesn’t allow magic inside its bounds. Aggie, I can’t see anything. 
Where are y—” 

A cold hand seized her wrist. 

“Listen,” Agatha’s voice said. 

Then Sophie heard it. 

A hissing sound somewhere far away. Or was it buzzing? Like a set of 
pipes leaking air... 

Another scream echoed. This time a boy’s. 

“Come on,” Agatha said, yanking Sophie down the tunnel. 

“I hate it when you treat me like your sidekick,” Sophie said, stumbling 
behind. “I’m a Dean and you’re not even queen yet. If anyone’s a sidekick 
here, it s—” 

They slammed into a wall and careened to the ground. 

In her haze of pain, Sophie thought they were back at school, foiled by 
the invisible barrier on Halfway Bridge that had set their original fairy tale 
into motion. But as the pain wore off, she could feel Agatha lumber up next 
to her, hands on the wall. 

Sophie heard that strange hissing behind it, along with muffled voices— 

“They’re inside! I hear them!” she said. 

She thrust her ear to the stone, trying to hear more, and felt it creak 
under her weight. 

“It's another door,” said Sophie, surprised. 

“But there’s no handle,” said Agatha. “On the count of three, push as 
hard as you can. One... two...” 

“On three or after three?” 

“After three, you dolt.” 

“So on four, really.” 

“NO! After three!” 

“Let me count, then,” said Sophie. 

“Hurry, you idiot!” 


1”? 


“One...two...three 
They shoved the door as hard as they could and plunged through into a 
blitz of daylight 

“Watch out!” Hort’s voice cried. 

Toppling forward, Sophie snagged Agatha by the waist, trapping her in 
place. The two girls froze like mannequins, muscles clenched, breaths held. 

Their bodies were an inch from being impaled on a bloodstained sword, 
planted handle-first into the dirt of a stone cave that opened into gray skies 
and a view of Avalon’s coastline below. 

The sword had Camelot’s seal on the hilt. 

Chaddick’s sword. 

Curled around it were two king cobras, hissing with forked tongues, 
mimicking the warped Camelot seal they’d seen on the map in Chaddick’s 
dead hands. Behind the sword were dozens of treasure chests, hanging open 
and empty, with black velvet lining inside and the same snake-and-sword 
emblem carved on the outside. But that wasn’t the most ominous sight. 
Because as Sophie peered closer, she saw now that the chests weren’t empty 
atall.... 

The black velvet was moving. 

Snakes. 

Hundreds of them. 

Thin black ribbons, slowly slithering out of the chests and slipping into 
the sand. 

“Don’t move,” said Nicola’s voice above her. 

Slowly Sophie’s eyes lifted and saw the crew clinging to icicles on the 
ceiling of the cave. 

“They’re asps. They only see motion,” warned Nicola, hanging on the 
same icicle as Hort. “I read about them in The Brahman and the Jackal—” 

“No one cares,” Sophie retorted. “All we care about is are they deadly?” 

“Why do you think we’re up here, you oaf!” Hort lashed. “Beaver 
trapped us while you two were off kissing somewhere!” 

Sophie’s eyes bulged—not just because Hort had never been so rude, 
but because even if the asps hadn’t spotted her and Agatha, the cobras had. 
The two bigger snakes flicked off the sword, coiled in the dirt, and slithered 
towards the two girls. 





“Aggie...,” Sophie hissed, watching their hoods spread with fiery red- 
and-orange patterns. She and Agatha stepped back, but the cobras 
accelerated, fangs gleaming. 

“Agatha...” 

The two snakes split paths, each heading for a different girl, faster, 
faster, like eels gliding through sea. 

“Agatha!” 

The cobras launched for their throats, jaws wide— 

Agatha threw Sophie out the door and heaved it closed, hearing the 
cobras’ bodies smack against stone. 

Sweating hard, Agatha shouted through a slit in the door, “Where’s the 
beaver?” 

“Escaped, the sleazy trash-ball,” Hester spat back. “Managed to get him 
by the neck with my legs for a second. Long enough to squeeze him into 
confessing that he got paid to kill us. Someone in a green mask. Didn’t have 
the faintest clue who the guy was. Said they all get paid for the attacks.” 

“Who's ‘they’?” Sophie asked. 

“Everyone who’s been attacking our friends’ quests and terrorizing the 
kingdoms! Snake’s behind all of it!” said Hester, still in disbelief. “Snake 
recruited this army of goons to throw the Woods into chaos. Forget that we 
spent three years trying to keep the balance between Good and Evil. 
Apparently there’s a whole lot of creeps out there who don’t have any 
loyalty to either side if you pay them enough. You thought Aric was bad? 
At least he had a cause. This lot can be bought—” 

The echo of hoofbeats cut her off. Inside the cave, the crew turned, 
looking out the opening. From outside the door, Sophie could see through 
the cave opening too, down to the faint outline of a beaver astride a gray 
horse galloping along the coast and out of view. 

“Guess that answers the question of who’s been feeding the horse,” said 
Dot. 

“T’m losing grip!” Anadil yelped. 

Hester swiveled to her best friend slipping off a melting icicle, her three 
rats hanging by each other’s tails. Hester spun to Dot. “Turn it to chocolate 
—something she can hold—” 

“First, it'll melt, and second, magic doesn’t work here!” Dot railed. 

“T’m gonna fall!” Anadil gasped. 


Without thinking, Agatha pulled at the door, about to rush in, but Sophie 
yanked her back. “You’ll get killed!” 

Agatha kicked the wall in frustration. “In storybooks, what kills 
snakes?” 

“Handsome princes with swords?” said Sophie. 

“WHAT KILLS SNAKES,” Agatha shouted into the cave. 

“Lions!” Dot replied. “That’s what The Lion and the Snake said!” 

“No lions here,” clipped Bogden, wrapped around Willam’s icicle. 

“What about cats!” said Agatha. “Reaper hates snakes!” 

“No cats,” said Bogden. 

“Demons!” said Hort. “In Bloodbrook, that’s how we get rid of—” 

“Magic doesn’t work,” said Bogden, nodding at Hester’s dormant 
tattoo. 

“Instead of telling us what doesn’t work, why don’t you tell us what 
does!” Sophie yelled through the door. 

“Look, any moron knows only one thing kills snakes in fairy tales!” 
Nicola exploded, as if she couldn’t take 1t anymore. 

All eyes shifted to her. 

“Well?” Sophie bellowed. 

“MONGOOSES, for God’s sake,” Nicola blared. “It’s always the 
mongoose that kills a snake at the end of the tale! Haven’t you heard of 
“Rikki-Tikki-Tavi? or Indira and the Mongoose or The Tales of 
Panchatantra? Don’t any of you know anything besides Snow White and 
Rapunzel and stories about creamy fair princesses?” 

“No mongoose,” Bogden quipped. 

“Wait! Yes, mongoose!” Agatha said, spinning to Sophie. “Where is 
he!” 

“On the boat, obviously. He’s steam-cleaning my boudoir. After the 
storm, it smelt of fish,” Sophie said. 

The whole crew groaned. 

“So we have no weapons, no mongoose, and no plan. What do we 
have?” said Agatha. 

“Hello, little chickadees!” a singsong voice called. 

Jolted, Agatha and Sophie put their eyes to the door crack and saw a 
vision of Princess Uma’s olive-skinned face floating in the cave. 


“Professor Dovey asked me to let you know she’s running late,” said 
Uma, framed by the Dean’s alarmingly messy office. “She’s dealing with a 
few Neverboys who tried to feed Professor Manley to a stymph. I only just 
got back to school myself. Had to miss the first weeks of class because . . . 
well, it’s personal. But I’m here now and... . Why do you all look so grim? 
And why are you hanging from lanterns? And is that licorice under your 


feet? Sorry, it’s quite blurry from my side. . . . This crystal ball is 
ancient. . . .” Her face distorted, turning upside down. “Sometimes if you 
give it a good joggle—” 


She was flung out of the way by Professor Dovey, more disheveled than 
ever. “Those are snakes!” she squawked, peering through the rip in the air. 
“And the children are hanging from—dear God! Uma, you speak reptile! 
Put them to sleep or something!” 

“Princesses don’t speak snake, Clarissa,’ Uma huffed, tugging at her 
smooth black hair. “But I do speak a great many other animal languages, 
including—” 

“I don’t need your résumé, Uma! And please get out of my way!” 
Professor Dovey scolded, clawing spellbooks off her shelf. “Surely there’s a 
sleeping hex in here that will work on snakes!” 

Uma started to wail loudly. Sophie could see Agatha gnashing her teeth. 
If there’s one thing they both hated, it was thin-skinned princesses. 

“I can’t hold on!” Dot howled, backside sagging two inches above the 
snakes. 

“Hurry, Professor!” Agatha shouted into the cave. 

“What's that, Agatha?” Dovey said, hand to ear. 

But Uma was mewling more than ever. 

“It has my pants!” Dot shrieked, an asp’s fangs digging into her 
breeches. 

“HURRY, PROFESSOR!” Sophie hollered. 

“Uma, I can’t hear a word!” Dovey yelled. “If you don’t stop your 
crying—” 

“Crying?” Uma scoffed. “I’m not crying. I’m calling a friend.” 

“Friend!” Dovey wheeled to her. “Our students are about to die, you 
ninny, and you’re calling a friend—” 

Suddenly, behind Dovey’s bubble, a fleet of tiny furry heads poked over 
the cave hole in a perfect circle like synchronized swimmers, echoing 


Uma’s wailful call. A white one with beady eyes took in the scene. 

“Hardeep,” he squeaked. “Uma friend.” 

“Moti-Lal,” said the next. “Uma friend.” 

“Ganeshanathan. Uma friend.” 

“Pushpa. Uma friend.” 

“Ramanujan. Uma friend.” 

“Gutloo. Uma friend.” 

“Santanam. Uma friend.” 

And finally, one black as night, smiling pearly sharp teeth . . . 

“Boobeshwar. Uma friend.” 

Princess Uma smiled into the crystal ball. “Close your eyes, children. 
This could get messy.” 

The snakes unleashed a panicked hiss— 

Like cyclones, eight mongooses swung into the cave, screeching so 
loudly that Sophie and the crew not only closed their eyes, but also plugged 
their ears. 

Five minutes later, Hort and Willam swept bloody asp and cobra 
carcasses out of the cave while Bogden sliced fresh apples with the tip of an 
icicle and fed them to the exhausted mongooses. Princess Uma thanked her 
friends with a few short wails (and promised to officiate Boobeshwar”s 
wedding to Pushpa later that month). 

Then Professor Dovey’s face, already beginning to fade, looked down at 
Sophie and Agatha, who had finished explaining everything they’d faced in 
Avalon. 

“Girls, our connection will end soon,” said the Dean quickly. “From 
what you’ve told me, this Snake has trespassed into Avalon, killed one of 
our own, and wants Tedros’ crown. And he’s throwing the entire Woods 
into upheaval along the way. He’s attacking kingdoms. He’s attacking our 
students. Just this morning, Kiko’s team didn’t appear for its check-in with 
me, nor did Ravan’s team in Akgul, and I’m quite sure the Snake has 
something to do with it. Luckily, both teams are still alive on my map in 
their respective kingdoms, so they could just be hiding. I’m looking into it. 
But whoever this Snake is, he’s the worst kind of villain: he’s a terrorist.” 
She took a deep breath. “And all you know is we’re searching for a man in 
a green mask?” 

“Or a woman,” Sophie ventured. 


“And you’re sure they’ve left Avalon?” Dovey pressed. 

Agatha and Sophie exchanged looks. “Can’t be sure of anything 
anymore,” said Agatha. “But the beaver made it sound like he was long 
gone.” 

“The Lady of the Lake would have never let him or the Snake in,” said 
Dovey, dismayed. “Have you gone to her—” 

“Wait a second,” said Hester. 

She was crouching near one of the chests. Inside it was a single, ragged 
gold coin. Hester held it up to the daylight. 

A skull with crossbones glimmered on its face. 

“Pirate gold,” said Anadil. Her rats sniffed at the chests and tittered at 
her. “They say all of these were filled with pirate gold. Those asps must 
have been protecting it.” 

“Pirate numbers are growing in Jaunt Jolie,” Hester said, remembering 
the newspaper she’d seen in Eternal Springs. “Snake has to be paying 
them.” 

Anadil swiveled to Hester. “Jaunt Jolie is one of the kingdoms 
bordering the Four Point. Didn’t the Vizier in Kyrgios mention pirates 
lurking about sacred land?” 

“If the Snake is planning something at the Four Point, you need to head 
him off at once,” said Professor Dovey urgently. “The Four Point is where 
Arthur intervened to end a war between four kingdoms over a small piece 
of land. He gave his life to bring peace. Since then, the land belongs to 
Camelot as a symbol of its leadership of the Woods, beyond Good and Evil. 
Any breach would be a declaration of war on Camelot, not to mention a 
shattering of the truce. The Lady of the Lake vigilantly protects the Four 
Point, but it sounds like the Snake has his eyes on it. You must find out 
what these pirates are up to.” 

“Then we’re off to Jaunt Jolie,” Agatha said, eyeing the vial on Sophie’s 
necklace. “Whose quest is stationed there?” 

“Oh no,” Sophie croaked. “Beatrix.” 

“And judging from the fact that some of our quest teams aren’t 
communicating with me, Beatrix’s team may be in danger too,” said 
Professor Dovey. “Make haste to your next kingdom and find her. I won’t 
be able to check in with you for a few days. My crystal ball only lets me use 
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it a certain amount of time each day and tomorrow I have to use it for...’ 
She didn’t finish. 

“Professor, is there no way to get a new ball?” Dot prodded respectfully. 

“Along with a new cooking pot, new wand, and new maid for your 
office,” Sophie murmured. 

Professor Dovey was fading faster. “Listen, my children. Every second 
you spend in that cave is one more second a steadfast Ever of Good lies 
unburied in the cold. All I ask is that before you leave Avalon, you give him 
a worthy goodbye. Go to the Lady of the Lake. Find out how a boy of our 
own came to lie on her shores. At the very least, she must help you bury 
him.” Professor Dovey choked up, her face translucent. “He is worthy of a 
home in the same grove as King Arthur, for he was a devoted friend to his 
son. Chaddick was an honorable boy. He didn’t deserve to die alone. I 
should be there with you to pay my respects. .. . I wish I could, but Pm 
doing the best I can... .” 

Tears filled the Dean’s eyes, as if she could say no more. 

Then she was gone. 


“Lady of the Lake? Are you there?” Sophie asked a third time, her foot 
dipped in the glacial gray waters. 

But again the Lady didn’t answer. 

A few minutes earlier, the crew had each taken a private moment with 
Chaddick to honor him. When it was her turn, Sophie had kneeled down 
and taken his rigid, chilled hands in hers. 

“Thank you for being such a faithful, valiant friend to Teddy. A better 
friend than I’ve ever been, that’s for sure. We’ll protect him for you now, 
okay? And in the end, you’ll be the reason we were able to save him.” 

She kissed his cheek. “Wherever you are, youll have no pain or bad 
memories anymore. Only love. And one day, me, Teddy, and all the rest of 
your friends will be with you again. Not too soon, of course . . . but one day. 
So wait for us and watch over us if you can.” 

When she was finished, Agatha kneeled in front of Chaddick, then Hort 
kneeled, then Hester, then the others, one by one, even those who hadn’t 
known him. They washed Chaddick’s body clean with lake water and fitted 
him into Hort’s clothes, leaving the weasel pink-skinned and shivering in 
his underpants. (“Always lose my clothes anyway, so might as well be for a 


good cause,” he’d said.) The boys lifted Chaddick’s body and lay him 
gently on the lakeshore, the water lapping up to his side. Without the use of 
magic, they could do little else to adorn him, but Nicola combed his hair 
and Bogden smoothed his shirt as the rest watched Agatha step into the 
water and call out for the Lady of the Lake to help bury their friend. 

The Lady didn’t answer. 

And now, she wasn’t responding to Sophie either. 

“Maybe if we go farther in?” Anadil offered. 

“Come on,” Hester said, grabbing her and Dot and hauling them into the 
lake. Dot squealed, arctic water up to her thighs, but she gritted her teeth 
and plowed forward. 

Sophie remained with Agatha, watching the witches wade deeper. 

“What do you think Dovey meant when she said she’s doing the best 
she can?” Agatha asked. 

“Before you arrived at school, she told me she couldn’t come on this 
quest because it was our fairy tale, not hers. But I’m starting to suspect 
there was another reason she had to stay behind,” said Sophie. 

“Is she sick?” 

“Can fairy godmothers get sick? Besides, she doesn’t look ill. She 
looks . . . chaotic. As if her mind is elsewhere,” Sophie said. “But what 
could be more important for a Dean than protecting her students? Lady 
Lesso lied to a deadly School Master to keep her Nevers safe. She betrayed 
Evil itself, a cause she’d worked for her whole life. She betrayed her own 
son. And though I hate saying this, Dovey is just as good a Dean as Lady 
Lesso. Which means there’s something else wrong with her. Something she 
isn’t telling us. Do you think it might have to do with that crystal ball?” 

“Even if it’s broken, a crystal ball should help her, not leave her frazzled 
and overwhelmed.” Agatha shook her head. “I’m scared, Sophie. You heard 
Dovey—she’s never seen a villain like this before. And if she’s not at full 
strength to guide us... .” She paused. “The Woods is under siege. Our friend 
is dead. Quest teams are missing. And Tedros is alone at Camelot, with this 
Snake plotting to destroy him. We don’t know who the Snake is. We don’t 
know what his plan is. All we know is we’re in a fairy tale again and this 
time the villain is playing games with us.” She gazed at her friend. “It’s as if 
there’s no such thing as a happy ending anymore.” 


“Or perhaps we’ve traded in Good and Evil, black and white, happy and 
unhappy for a thousand shades of gray,” said Sophie. 

“Hey, guys?” Hester’s voice called. 

The two girls turned and saw the three witches looking back at them, 
chest-deep. 

“There’s someone out there,” said Hester. 

Sophie stepped forward, squinting past the witches across the lake. 
Then she saw it: a hundred yards away, a silhouette hunched on top of the 
water. She couldn’t see whose it was. She couldn’t even tell if it was 
man... animal... monster. 

But whatever it was gave her a dark feeling. 

“PI go—” Agatha started. 

“PII go too,” Sophie said without thinking, clasping Agatha’s wrist and 
dragging her past the witches and Hort, who’d rushed to follow. The icy 
water knifed through Sophie’s dress as she swam, but she didn’t make a 
sound nor stop swimming, her breaths achy and shallow. 

But then something curious happened. 

As the two girls swam farther, Agatha sank like the others, down to her 
neck. But Sophie didn’t sink at all. Her body started floating, higher, higher, 
magically sloughing off water, until suddenly she was walking on top of the 
lake as if it were solid ground. 

She looked down at Agatha, dumbfounded. 

Agatha seemed equally stunned, as did the rest of the crew, but there 
was no time to ask questions. 

“Go,” said Agatha quickly. “But be careful.” 

Sophie swallowed hard. Then she kept walking. 

The lake felt rubbery under her heels and baffled fish ogled her from 
beneath the surface. Under dreary skies, the figure ahead remained cloaked 
in shadow as Sophie grew closer, closer. She could see its stooped back, 
wrapped in soaked gray robes. 

The ominous churning in her stomach deepened. 

“Hello?” she called out, inching nearer. 

No answer. 

From behind, the figure had scanty knots of white hair, a shiny skull 
gleaming through. 

“Can you hear me?” Sophie asked. 


Still nothing. 

“I’m here on behalf of King Tedros of Camelot,” Sophie rasped, mouth 
dry. “We’re looking for the Lady of the Lake. We need her help burying our 
friend in King Arthur’s grov—” 

An old hag spun to face her, milk-white flesh hanging over bones and 
ruined with warts. Her teeth were rotted away and her coal-black eyes and 
thick peeling lips hung open in a foul, empty gape. 

Sophie ate her own scream and stumbled back, bracing to run— 

“Wait,” the hag said. 

Sophie froze. 

The voice was low and husky . . . and beautiful. 

It was a voice she knew. 

Sophie inched back around. “It's .. . you. You’re the Lady of the Lake 
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“I’m sorry for not letting the others see me like this, but they wouldn’t 
understand,” the Lady of the Lake said softly. “You are the only one who 
knows what it’s like to lose who you are. Except you found your way back 
to your true self. I never will.” 

“This 1s permanent?” Sophie said, staggered. “But—but I saw you! 
Merlin brought us here to hide us in your waters. You were beautiful and 
magical and powerful! You didn’t look like... . like this... .” 

The Lady sagged deeper, glancing away. “He said he loved me... that 
if I protected him, he would save me from my eternal loneliness . . . and I 
believed him.” 

“Chaddick?” Sophie said. “But he—” 

“No,” said the Lady, her voice catching. “Not him.” 

“Who, then? And what does love have to do with—” 

But then Sophie remembered what the beaver had said when they 
started their tour ... a tale of how the Lady of the Lake came to be.... 

“You kissed someone,” Sophie breathed. “You lost your powers. . . . It’s 
why the gates to Avalon are open... .” 

The Lady’s eyes were bloodshot and wet. “I thought he’d take me away 
from here. That’s why I gave him shelter.” 

Sophie’s heart started hammering. “You kissed the Snake? You gave up 
your immortality ... your magic ... to kiss a monster? Do you know what 
he’s doing in the Woods? Do you know what he did to our friend—” She 


caught herself. “Wait a second. If you kissed him, that means you saw him. 
Without a mask. You know who he is— you saw his face— 

“And it was beautiful,” the Lady said, beginning to cry. “I know you 
won’t forgive me. For letting your friend die. But I had no choice.” 

Sophie stared in horror. “You watched Chaddick get killed... . and you 
didn’t help him?” 

The Lady sobbed harder. 

Blood scorched through Sophie’s veins. Once upon a time, she too had 
been willing to commit any Evil for love. But this was Excalibur’s maker! 
This was Good’s great defender! 

“You watched him die! For a stupid kiss?” Sophie seethed. “You vowed 
to protect Camelot forever! You vowed to protect its king!” 

“It’s not that simple,” the Lady stammered into her hands. “I—I—I had 
to protect him. Even Merlin would understand. I had no choice.” 

“You keep saying that! I had a choice. You had a choice. We all have 
choices! And you let a boy be murdered inside Avalon! Why? Because the 
Snake was pretty?” Sophie snarled. “Chaddick was the liege of King 
Arthur’s son. Chaddick was Tedros’ knight. That is your first loyalty—” 

“No,” said the Lady. “My first loyalty is to the king.” 

“And Chaddick was the king’s best friend,” Sophie spat. “A king you 
promised to defend until the end of time. Chaddick had Tedros’ trust! 
Chaddick had Tedros’ faith! What does a Snake have?” 

The Lady of the Lake slowly lifted her head. The light had gone out of 
her eyes, replaced by a cold, dead glare. 

“He has Arthur s blood,” she said. 

Sophie bleached white, the voice ripped out of her. “Wh-wh-what?” 

“PII take care of your friend as you ask,” the Lady said stonily, turning 
back around. “It’s the only power I still have.” 

Sophie couldn’t breathe. “But—but—” 

The Lady of the Lake vanished. 

Shaking, Sophie whirled to the shore and saw Chaddick’s body vanish 
too. And all that was left in her blurred, darkening vision was Agatha in the 
water, flailing towards her as if her friend knew something had gone 
terribly, terribly wrong. 


TEDROS 
Like Father, Like Son 


Tedros was dripping blood all over the castle and he had no idea how to 
stop it. 

It wouldn’t have happened if he’d just stuck to the routine. 

He’d gotten up at half past four to exercise in King’s Cove, but as he’d 
snuck his way to the basement pool, he sensed that festering dread in his 
stomach: the dread he’d felt ever since Agatha left a week ago. 
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He’d lied to Lady Gremlaine and anyone who’d asked about the future 
queen, saying she’d suffered a bout of homesickness and taken the /graine 
to Woods Beyond to see some old friends. Luckily, the newspapers hadn’t 
reported any sightings of her, so he’d held firm to his story, insisting she’d 
return any day. He couldn’t admit the truth: that Agatha was on a quest to 
save his kingship, while he stayed behind like a lady-in-waiting. 

On their last night together, Merlin had told them their friends’ quests 
were all failing and that Tedros’ own failed coronation might be part of a 
bigger story. Any real leader would have instantly set sail for the Woods to 
find this story . . . to find the villain behind it... but Agatha had insisted 


she take his place and he’d gone along with it because he was afraid to 
leave Camelot without a king. 

At the time, he was sure that remaining at the castle was the right 
decision. But ever since Agatha had left, he’d been having dreams about his 
father again, silently glaring at him with those harsh blue eyes, eyes that 
Tedros had gouged out of his statue in order to stop these dreams. So why 
did he keep having them? Was it because his father would have never let 
Guinevere hijack his quest the way Tedros had let Agatha? No matter how 
dicey the situation at home, his father would have forcefully addressed the 
masses, explained the threat that faced them all, and convinced his kingdom 
to await his return. 

Tedros had done none of those things. Instead, he’d helped Agatha 
escape like some piddling sidekick, distracting two guards on the bridge 
while Agatha boarded the /graine with Willam, silently turned it invisible, 
and went off to sea. 

First he’d almost gotten his mother and Lancelot killed at his coronation 
by ignoring everyone’s advice. And now he’d put his future queen in danger 
by passing off his own quest to her. Both times he’d thought it was the 
Good thing to do. But why did Good things keep turning bad? 

Tedros’ mood spiraled as he padded down the Gold Tower stairs in his 
black socks. For the last few days, he’d hardly been able to focus on his 
royal duties and kept hounding guards to see if any letters had arrived. The 
guards already had little respect for him, given his botched coronation and 
constant deference to Lady Gremlaine, but now he’d been hearing them 
gossip that instead of a real king they’d gotten a love-whipped pup. (That 
idiot Pollux had encouraged them before Tedros had him fired.) This was 
his comeuppance, of course: he’d spent the last six months ignoring Agatha 
while she was with him and now that she was gone, all he could think about 
was when she’d be back. 

He quickened his pace towards the basement, vowing to lift extra heavy 
today. He always felt better about himself after a punishing workout. . . . 

Except now he was obsessing over why he hadn’t received any letters 
from her. It took a day or two at most for a courier crow to deliver a note 
and Agatha had taken the new crow that Camelot had finally saved enough 
to buy. So why hadn’t she written? 


Magic was no use in finding her either. He’d been crap at spells at 
school, preferring to win battles with a sword, so he’d plundered Merlin’s 
chamber, searching for a crystal ball or something that might help him 
pinpoint Agatha in the Woods. No luck. He’d even cast a locating spell out 
of the only one of Merlin’s spellbooks he could actually read, but the first 
time he tried it he’d summoned a bowl of grapefruits from the kitchen and 
the second time he’d made all of Agatha’s undergarments float around the 
castle for hours before guards had to shoot them down with bows and 
arrows. 

Tedros stopped outside the Gymnasium in full panic. Where was she? 
Was she safe? Was she even alive? He pressed his forehead to the wall and 
struggled to breathe. First his mother and Lance sent off. Now his princess 
too. Even Merlin had disappeared again—though according to the Royal 
Rot, there’d been a sighting of him near the School for Good by an 
Ingertroll who insisted Merlin was having secret trysts with Professor 
Dovey in her office. (Tedros was so desperate for news of Agatha he’d 
succumbed to reading trash, only to stop when he saw the Rot had started 
labeling him “the so-called ‘King.’”) 

He’d felt so alone after the coronation. 

But now he had no one he trusted in this castle anymore. 

Now he was truly alone. 

Even worse, as he scoured the newspapers, Tedros saw it wasn’t just 
Camelot or his friends’ quests that were in trouble. All the kingdoms in the 
Woods were plagued by mysterious attacks, just as the letters he’d received 
from the leaders of these realms had attested. The selfish part of him was 
comforted that other leaders were having just as hard a time as he was. But 
these kings and queens from both Ever and Never lands were calling upon 
Camelot—on him—to take the lead in building a Woods-wide coalition and 
rooting out those responsible for the violence. It’s what Tedros’ father had 
done when wars between Good and Evil had raged out of control, 
threatening the Woods. And it’s what ultimately killed him: sapped and 
impaired by his drunken spells, Arthur had still ridden into battle at the 
Four Point to forge peace between warring sides and paid for it with his life. 
Despite Tedros pleading with his father not to go. Despite Tedros begging 
him to stay home as the king put on his armor. 


Perhaps this was one of the reasons why Tedros now ignored these calls 
for help from other kingdoms and refused meetings with any of its leaders. 
But the new king also had no help to offer them. Camelot had no money, no 
knights (Chaddick was still missing), and no army. Plus, Camelot had yet to 
be attacked like the rest of the kingdoms and its people didn’t seem to care 
about what was happening in realms beyond its own. Camelot could no 
longer be the Woods’ policeman. They were too busy with their own 
problems. Like growing poverty and a bankrupt treasury and rising crime— 

And a so-called king. 

Tedros’ eyes opened. Looking past the wall, he could see Excalibur’s 
empty case lit up by gem-blue moonlight. 

That sword. 

Everything, everything, everything was going wrong because of that 
sword. 

Tedros never made it to King’s Cove. He’d turned back and gone 
straight to the Blue Tower balcony, dismissed a listless guard, and launched 
himself at Excalibur once more with no other strategy than beating out his 
own fury .. . until he wrenched the hilt so brutally he split open a blister on 
his left hand. 

Now blood was spurting off his palm, trailing him everywhere like a 
shadow. 

He hustled through the Blue Tower, past the famous Map Room, where 
the Round Table had once met, but now lay cobwebbed and dormant. He 
could hear worried stewards calling to each other, having seen his blood. He 
didn’t want to talk to them. He didn’t care if they thought he was wounded 
or dead. He wanted it to be like school, where he could lock himself in a 
dorm room or bathroom to be alone and if he missed class, he’d be 
punished with detention or kitchen duties, neither with any real 
consequence. 

His father had been like this after his mother left. Arthur would slip off 
without a word and shut himself in the White Tower guest room, to which 
the king had the only key. 

It was where Tedros was headed now. 

Merlin was right. Maybe I’m more like Dad than I thought, Tedros 
thought mordantly. 


He could hear his stewards filing into the White Tower, but he was 
already upstairs, gliding in his socks towards the door at the end of the hall. 
He pulled out his cramped key ring, finding the gold-toothed key next to a 
small black one, slipped it into the lock, and swung into the room, latching 
the door behind him. 

The room was dark. 

He slid down and plopped on the warm marble, feet splayed in front of 
him. Blood leaked from his hand onto the skin of his thigh. He stripped off 
his shirt and wrapped it around his palm like a tourniquet, but that only 
seemed to make it bleed more. Out of ideas, he thrust his hand in the pocket 
of his gym shorts and leaned against the door. 

The room smelled like musk and earth and sweat. His father had it built 
as a private guest suite that he could invite his most personal friends to stay 
in, but Arthur had never used it for guests as far as Tedros knew. His father 
didn’t even allow maids in this room when he was alive, let alone his wife 
or his son—though Tedros had broken in once as a child, having picked the 
lock during a game of hide-and-seek with the fairies. When the king found 
out, it was the one and only time his dad had given him a thrashing. 

It’s why Tedros hadn’t come back to this place before today. 

It reminded him of his father’s disappointment in him. 

Using his good hand, Tedros lit his fingerglow like a torch, suffusing the 
room with soft gold. It still looked the same as it had then: a patterned 
brown-and-orange rug, a sunken leather sofa, and a modest bed in the 
corner. It didn’t seem royal at all, let alone fitting for a “guest suite.” Felt 
more like something you’d find at a seedy Netherwood inn, Tedros thought, 
scanning the bare beige walls with his glow. Why had his father built a 
private room so common and far away from the better parts of the castle? A 
guest room that guests never used— 

Two green eyes speared through the torchlight. Tedros lurched back, 
bashing his head against the door. 

Reaper moseyed out of the shadows, batting at fleas. 

“Oh, it’s you,” Tedros grumped, rubbing his skull. He felt woozy, 
though he didn’t know whether it was because of the head bump or his 
hand, which was still spewing a profuse amount of blood. “How’d you even 
get in here?” 


Before Agatha left, he’d told her to take her unholy cat with her, but 
she’d brushed him off. “Someone has to watch over you,” she’d quipped. 

He’d assumed it was a joke. This was the cat that had bitten him, spat at 
him, peed in his shoes, and once carved heathen symbols into his bathroom 
mirror. But now that Agatha was gone, the heinous little imp had been 
following Tedros everywhere he went and even sleeping outside his 
chambers. 

Reaper prowled closer and poked at Tedros’ injured hand with his paw, 
nudging it out of his pocket. Grunting ominously, the cat sniffed the blood- 
soaked bandage. Then he climbed on Tedros’ thigh and slashed the cloth 
open with his claw. 

“Hey!” Tedros said. 

But now Reaper seized Tedros’ hand in his mouth, tongue to his skin, 
teeth starting to sink in— 

Tedros kicked him hard, sending the cat flying into the wall. 

“You little cretin,” he gasped. 

Reaper hobbled away whimpering and slunk under the bed in the 
corner. 

Shaken, Tedros studied his hand to see the damage— 

“Huh?” 

He lit it up with his glow. 

His hand wasn’t bleeding anymore. And the wound looked . . . smaller. 

Slowly, he lifted his head and saw Reaper’s dim, wet pupils under the 
bed frame. 

“You were trying to help me, weren’t you?” Tedros asked. “That’s why 
you’ve been following me all week. You’re watching over me. Just like 
Agatha said.” 

Reaper hissed weakly and receded into darkness. 

Tedros lay on his bare stomach at the foot of the bed and peeked 
underneath. “I’m sorry, little fella. I'm the cretin, not you. I can’t do 
anything these days without hurting someone. Not even a cat.” 

He rolled onto his back. “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t be a half-king. 
My people don’t deserve a half-king. But how can there be order and 
progress when I can’t prove I’m fully king?” He roared in frustration and 
slung his keys at the ceiling, cracking the plaster. “I’m Arthur’s son! It 
doesn’t matter what Agatha finds in the Woods. It doesn’t matter what’s 


happening to my classmates. This is Camelot! The crown is mine. It’s 
always been mine. So why won’t that cursed sword move?” 

“T never did think that girl was the homesick type,” a voice said. 

Tedros sprung up to see Lady Gremlaine’s shadow in the open doorway. 

“But then again, I never took you for a liar,” she said, glaring at him. 

“I came here to be alone,” he retorted, eyeing his keys on the floor. “I 
thought the king had the only key.” 

“He does,” Lady Gremlaine replied. “Only he forgot to lock the door.” 

Tedros stared at her. “But I did lock it—” 

“Shall we walk?” his steward said, holding open the door. “The 
Treasury Master wants to see you, you’re hardly dressed and bleeding, and 
to be honest . . . Pm not particularly fond of this room.” 


“T don’t make it a habit of lying, but where Agatha went is between me, her, 
and Merlin,” Tedros asserted. 

“So you met Merlin too?” frowned Lady Gremlaine, clacking ahead into 
a big, circular white hall. 

“I told you. I don’t care who my father banished—” 

“Your caring is irrelevant. Until your coronation is sealed, you cannot 
withdraw your father’s decrees. Not Merlin’s banishment, not the bounty on 
your mother’s head.” 

“Look, there are things happening you wouldn’t understand,” said 
Tedros, shirtless and shoeless as he chased her lavender silhouette. “You’re 
my steward and here to help me with whatever I ask. Anything outside of 
that is my domain.” 

“I see,” Lady Gremlaine said, facing him. “So what you’re telling me is 
even though I was your father’s right hand, even though you’ve asked me to 
supervise your every decision, and even though I’m the only reason this 
kingdom is in one piece... . you still don’t trust me.” 

Tedros couldn’t meet her eyes. 

They were standing on a floor of cracked mosaic that depicted the 
Camelot seal. (Given his crap morning, Tedros found it fitting he was 
straddling Excalibur’s blade.) The circular walls were covered in dozens of 
framed paintings, reminding him of the Legends Obelisk at the School for 
Good, decorated with portraits of famous alumni. He’d been in this hall 
only a few times as a child, since the White Tower was far away from the 


others and used mostly for knights’ meetings, arms-making, and staff 
quarters. Tedros had never paid much attention to the walls back then, but 
now one of the paintings caught his attention, since unlike the others, it had 
no other paintings near it. He stepped towards it, eyes wide. ... 

“It’s me.” 

He was wearing his father?s coronation robes, though most of the 
portrait was a close-up of his face. His hair was angelic blond, his eyes 
unnaturally blue, his skin as pure as gold dust. Everything about the Tedros 
in the painting seemed more Tedros than the real him, including his 
piercing, omniscient gaze. This Tedros was strong, mature, unflappable. .. . 
This Tedros looked like a king. 

“Who drew it? I didn’t sit for a royal portrait—” 

“That’s because it was painted sixteen years ago,’ Lady Gremlaine 
answered, cinching her turban. “Your father commissioned it from a seer 
after you were born. In his will, he said it was to be put up on your 
coronation day in the Hall of Kings.” 

Looking around, Tedros noticed the art was arranged in chronological 
columns, with each king’s coronation portrait surrounded by smaller 
paintings of triumphant moments. 

“One day your wall will be complete too,” said Lady Gremlaine. 

Tedros honed in on his father’s column. While Tedros’ coronation 
painting was beautiful and inspiring, Arthur’s portrayed him as a scrawny, 
timorous, red-faced teenager who didn’t look capable of brushing his own 
teeth, let alone running Camelot. 

“This is Dad?” Tedros said. 

“Painted by the Palace Artist on the morning of his coronation, per 
tradition,” Lady Gremlaine confirmed. “Given the result, your father fired 
the artist. And to ensure your coronation painting would be to his liking, he 
solicited the seer to imagine yours upon your birth. A portrait that would 
capture the essence of your soul and future.” 

“But if Dad hated his so much, why would he leave it up?” 

“Oh, he made us take it down again and again. But in time, it would 
always mysteriously return, most likely by his own hand. It became quite 
clear that though your father loathed the painting, he also couldn’t part with 
it. Perhaps it reminded him of the ‘real’ Arthur, before his time at the 
School for Good and Evil changed him.” 


Tedros looked at her, puzzled. “He was crowned before he went to 
school? But he wouldn’t have been old enough—” 

“How little you know of your father,” his steward said drolly. “Back 
then, Camelot was so in need of a leader that they crowned Arthur even 
though he wasn’t yet sixteen. Which meant he attended school as a 
legitimate king and an instant celebrity. No doubt you endured this yourself 
as a famous prince, with girls desperate to be your queen... .” 

“You have no idea,” Tedros murmured, thinking of Sophie. 

“The difference is that you spent your whole life knowing you would be 
king, while Arthur was an ordinary boy who accidentally found himself the 
most powerful ruler in the Woods. One morning he’d gone out feverishly 
seeking a new sword for his master— Arthur had been punished for losing 
the old one—and he stumbled upon Excalibur, trapped in an anvil in the 
village square. He pulled the sword easily, without a second thought, 
intending to return it to the stone at a later date. What he didn’t know was 
that Excalibur had been placed in that stone by the Lady of the Lake to 
settle the question of who would rule Camelot after a violent period of 
chaos and anarchy. Thousands had come from all over the Woods to try 
their hand at the sword before Arthur freed it from the stone without any 
knowledge of the consequences. So when he sat for this portrait, he was still 
very much a scared young boy. But also sensitive and whip smart. It’s why 
Merlin took so strongly to him. As did I. Perhaps it’s the only area where 
the wizard and I ever agreed.” 

Tedros looked back at his father’s face, so lost and overwhelmed .. . 
and for a moment, it felt like Tedros was looking at his own. Unnerved, he 
shifted to another painting: this one of his mother and Arthur playing with 
their baby son, while a young, dark-haired female stood in the shadows. His 
father was holding the baby up in the air as his mother tickled the boy’s 
stomach. Tedros found himself smiling before he remembered everything 
that happened between his parents once that baby grew up. 

“Did your father really never mention my name to you?” Lady 
Gremlaine asked. 

“Not even once.” 

Lady Gremlaine took this in with a wry grin. “Like father, like son.” 

Tedros furrowed, not understanding. 


“When Agatha was pressing to see you, I pointed out that you too never 
mentioned her name to me. Not even once,” said Lady Gremlaine. “Taking 
the women in your life for granted seems a shared trait.” 

“Well, Agatha and I are very different from you and my father, 
obviously,” Tedros snorted. “How long did you even know him?” 

His steward paused before answering. “Arthur and I grew up together. 
I’m not so much older than he was. We met because I was a housemaid to 
Sir Ector, Arthur’s master, when Arthur was brought from the orphanage. 
Arthur and I soon became friends, for we were both treated quite poorly as 
children. So when he was crowned and needed a steward, he brought me to 
Camelot even though I was hardly capable of managing a king. But 
somehow we muddled through together, bucking his Council of Advisors 
and forging our own path, until he went off to school. I almost felt like his 
queen. .. .” Lady Gremlaine seemed off in another land now. “I remained 
his steward until after you were born. See, that’s me right there.” 

She was looking at the painting of Arthur and Guinevere with baby 
Tedros. 

Tedros stared closer at the young female in the corner, with wild black 
hair, nut-brown skin, and deep red lips. 

“But—but—you were beautiful,” Tedros blurted. 

Lady Gremlaine burst into laughter. “Don’t act so surprised!” 

It was the first time he’d ever heard her laugh. 

“I loved being with your father,” she said, smiling at the painting. “I 
only wish I’d been here to help him raise his child. Perhaps you would have 
trusted me more if you’d known me the way he did.” 

Tedros peered at her. “So why did he let my mother fire you?” 

Lady Gremlaine’s smile vanished, her eyes still on the painting. “When 
it comes to women, men can be quite weak.” She turned to him, a chill 
settling in. “In any case, when she returns, you’ll no longer have use for me. 
Your mother will make sure of that.” 

“Well, Zm the king, not her,” said Tedros. “And though I hate to admit 
it, I need your help like you helped Dad when he first started. Especially 
with Agatha gone now. My mother will respect my wishes.” 

“Your father promised the same thing once,” Lady Gremlaine returned. 
“But when the time came to stand up to his wife, he stayed silent. I left the 
castle without him even noticing.” 


“T’m not like my father,” Tedros said. “For worse and for better.” 

“And yet you break the same promises and tell the same white lies,” 
said Lady Gremlaine. 

The words hit Tedros hard. 

He looked down at the Camelot shield on the floor. Out of the corner of 
his eye, he saw his steward’s shoes inch closer. He could smell her 
powdered rose perfume. 

“You know why I’ve been so harsh with you and Agatha?” Lady 
Gremlaine said quietly. 

Tedros lifted his head. 

“You reminded me of Arthur and Guinevere when he brought her here 
from school,” she confessed. “We were all so naive then, blinded by youth. 
We had no idea of what was to come. And then all these years later, to be 
steward to his son and his new princess . . . perhaps I let old feelings get the 
best of me.” 

Tedros felt a twinge of guilt; this wasn’t the frigid dragon lady that he 
and Agatha had made her out to be. She was a real human with real 
emotions. 

“PII stand up for you. No matter what my mother says,” Tedros vowed. 
“You have my word.” 

His steward searched his face. Slowly her pose softened as if she saw 
she could trust him even if he didn’t trust her. 

“I’m sorry,” said Tedros. 

“It was a long time ago,” Lady Gremlaine sighed. 

“No, I mean for being so rude when you came to find me. You were 
trying to take me to our Treasury meeting. You were doing your job.” 

Lady Gremlaine’s face clouded. 

“What is it?” Tedros asked. 

“That wasn’t the only reason I was trying to find you,” she said. 

From her pocket, she pulled a folded piece of newsprint. When he took 
it, her skin was clammy. 

Tedros opened it. 

It was a clipping from the Camelot Courier. 


DECEASED: CHADDICK OF FOXWOOD 





LOVING SON and brother and fourth-year student in the 
School for Good. While on a quest to serve King Tedros of 
Camelot, Chaddick was killed on Avalon Island, as reported by 
an unnamed mongoose. He was 16 years of age and is survived 
by his mother, father, and two brothers, aged 12 and 17. 





“Professor Dovey contacted me this morning through her crystal ball,” 
said Lady Gremlaine hastily. “She’s despondent that the Courier printed it 
without contacting her first. She wanted to tell you in person, but I said I 
would handle it—” 

Tedros buckled. “But... but how . . .” 

“I pressed her, but she wouldn’t give details—” 

“Wouldn’t give details? My best friend’s dead and Agatha’s gone and so 


{?? 


is everyone else and the dumb bat won’t give details!” Tedros cried, 
grabbing and kicking at the wall. Frames fell around him, cracking against 
the floor. “He didn’t send me a note. . . . He shouldn’t have even been in 
Avalon... . II—I don’t understand—” 

Lady Gremlaine touched him. Tedros fell into her, panting softly. He 
stayed in her arms a long time. 

“He was my friend,” Tedros rasped. 

“And he always will be,” Lady Gremlaine said. 

“You can t be here!” a voice cried in the hall. 


“Well, I am here, so clearly I can be,” said a hoary male voice. 

“But there 5 a warrant for your—” 

The doors to the hall flung open and Merlin, Professor Dovey, and 
Lancelot all marched in, chased by a phalanx of stewards, both Tedros’ and 
Agatha’s, Reaper biting at their heels. Guinevere swept in last, regal and 
coiffed in a rich purple gown— 

She froze. 

The once-queen gazed at her son, covered in blood and in Lady 
Gremlaine’s arms. 

“Lady Guinevere!” said Lady Gremlaine, letting go of Tedros. “They’ll 
arrest you! How’d you even get—” 

“We’ll take it from here, Lady Gremlaine,” said Guinevere. 

Lady Gremlaine straightened. “The king and I have a meeting. You best 
leave the castle at on—” 

“We’ll take it from here,” Guinevere thundered. 

The hall was dead silent. 

Lady Gremlaine turned to Tedros, waiting for him to say something .. . 
to stand up in her defense... 

But Tedros wasn’t looking at her anymore. 

“Mother—” he gasped. 

He rushed into Guinevere’s arms, wiping his eyes, before he moved on 
to embrace Professor Dovey, Merlin, and Lancelot, so thankful to have a 
family again just when he needed one most. 

By the time Tedros even remembered his steward, Lady Gremlaine was 
already gone. 
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The Treasury Master was put off until after lunch. 

Chef Silkima nearly passed out when she saw there were five to feed 
instead of just the king and scampered back to the kitchens, which erupted 
in shrieks and a clatter of pans. 

“Td offer my hat to help, but it’s on strike until I give it a pension plan,” 
Merlin sighed, taking a seat in the Blue Tower dining room. “Says 1t wants 
“security. >” 





“And I thought fairies were a challenge,” Professor Dovey murmured, 
sitting beside him. 

“It's Lance’s fault,” said Guinevere across the table. “Couldn’t leave the 
hat alone, demanding food night and day: turkey legs and beef bourguignon 
and enough bacon to rid the world of pigs . .. Wore the poor thing out.” 

Lancelot shrugged. “A man needs to eat.” 

Sitting quietly at the head of the table, Tedros listened to the group 
banter: first about how they’d snuck into the castle (they’d mogrified into 
dung beetles beneath Merlin’s hat and shoved it around like a dung ball) 


and then how’d they’d taken turns changing under Agatha’s bed into clothes 
they’d hidden in the hat as royal guards made their rounds 

“But won’t Lady Gremlaine tell everyone you’re here?” Tedros cut in, 
wringing his hands. “Won’t they kill you for the bounty?” 

The group went quiet. Merlin met Tedros’ eyes. 

“T’m afraid the time has come to endure such risks, Tedros. Given recent 
events, we need your mother and Lance to be at your side from here on out. 
That said, if anyone gets too close, I’ve reminded your mother and Lance 
how to use their spells from school to defend themselves.” 

Under Merlin’s stern glare, Guinevere and Lancelot quickly lit their 
fingers. Guinevere’s flickered feebly. Lance’s burnt hot red, then snuffed 
out spectacularly with a loud fart sound and burp of smoke. 

“Or at least, confound their attackers,” Merlin piffed. 

Tedros managed a smile. “You don’t know how much I’ve missed you. 
All of you.” 

His mother smiled back, her eyes glistening. 

“If only this were a social call,” said Merlin. 

Tedros tensed. He knew there had to be a reason that Merlin would risk 
his mother’s and Lance’s safety and Professor Dovey would leave her 
students to come here. But hearing it out loud made his stomach hollow. 

“T’ve had my fill of bad news today,” he said. 

“No news, good or bad, should be discussed on an empty stomach,” 
Merlin assured. “Silkima!” 

More pots clanged in the kitchen. 

Lunch was meatballs with yellow curry, spaghetti squash with smoked 
paprika, and peppered radish patties, all of which had been violently spiced, 
as if the cooks had taken out their angst on the food. By the end, Tedros had 
sweated through his shirt and the whole table spent as much time sniffling 
and gulping iced water as they did eating. 

“Dessert is chili-spiced truffles,” Chef Silkima announced, stonefaced. 

“Perhaps we’ll skip it,” the wizard told the chef, waiting until she was 
gone before he turned to the rest. “Shall we talk?” 

A short while later, they were all on one side of the table, some sitting, 
some standing, as they studied the Quest Map floating over them and 
listened to Professor Dovey finish recounting what she and Merlin knew 
about Chaddick’s death and Sophie’s and Agatha’s adventures in Avalon. 





“After I spoke to them in my crystal ball, Agatha and Sophie started 
tracking the Snake,” she said, pointing at a miniature white-sailed ship 
inching across the Savage Sea. “The Storian painted them last night aboard 
the /graine, which should reach Jaunt Jolie later today judging from its 
movements here. But four quest teams are missing that I haven’t been able 
to reach via crow or crystal ball—Ravan’s, Kiko’s, Vex’s, and now 
Beatrix’s in Jaunt Jolie. All their teams appear safe, given their names 
haven’t been crossed out on my map. But each of the four teams seem to be 
moving away from their assigned kingdoms, which seems a rather ominous 
coincidence.” 

Tedros could see his mother and Lance as shocked by all this as he was. 

“This Snake killed Chaddick and is going after our quest teams because 
of... me?” he said to the wizard and Dean. “So The Lion and the Snake . . . 
that story we learned growing up . . . It’s real?” 

“As a point of fact, no,” said Merlin. “The Lion and the Snake isn’t a 
real tale at all. And whoever this Snake is likely knows that.” 

“What do you mean it isn’t real?” Lancelot asked. 

“The Storian didn’t write it,” said the wizard. “By all accounts, The 
Lion and the Snake was invented by an early king of Camelot a thousand 
years ago. He and his brother both laid claim to the throne, so he made up 
this tale and spread it through the kingdom as if it were real. He portrayed 
his brother as the Snake and himself as the Lion, suggesting the kingdom 
would be in grave danger if his brother were picked to rule instead of him. 
The people listened and crowned him king.” 

“So we grew up learning a fake fairy tale?” Tedros said. 

“But is it fake if people believe in it?” asked Merlin. “You assume that it 
is truth that makes a story valuable, because the tales that come from the 
Storian are true. The Storian writes history. But man is capable of writing 
stories too and man has no obligation to truth or to history. Indeed, the 
Storian wrote its own honest version of The Lion and the Snake at the time, 
recounting the tale of the king who spread falsehoods to win his crown, but 
it is a story no one remembers or tells. Instead, the story that lasted is the 
fraudulent one. Even the Royal Rot stopped reminding its readers long ago 
that the founding tale of Camelot is fabricated, because no one seems to 
care. Something about the false story resonates with people. Something that 
makes the story endure. Even if it’s based in a lie.” 


“And this Snake,” said Tedros, “he believes the story is true?” 

“You’re not listening, Tedros. The story is a thousand years old. Clearly 
the Snake has no ties to the brothers in the tale,” Merlin said, voice 
hardening. “What matters is how the Snake chooses to interpret the story. 
What matters is whether the Snake believes he can use the tale to take your 
throne.” 

“But the Snake dies in the story—” said Tedros. 

“Wrongly, in this Snake’s view,” said the wizard. “In the story, the 
Snake believes the Lion has stolen a throne that is his. The Snake out there 
in the Woods must believe the same thing about you. It’s why he’s chosen 
to live out this story again and see it through to its just end. In his mind, 
you’ve taken his throne. Now he wants it back. And it is up to you, as the 
true king, to stop him.” 

Tedros’ head was pounding. “I don’t understand. No one else has a 
claim to the throne—” 

“And yet your father’s sword remains trapped in a stone. So your claim 
too remains in doubt,” the wizard hectored. “And if the Snake comes for 
you, you’ve done nothing to show anyone that you are indeed the Lion in 
this story.” 

“What are you saying, Merlin?” Guinevere asked, sharing her son’s 
confusion. 

Merlin glared back at her. “His friend is dead, Guinevere. The rest of his 
friends might be next, along with his queen. Kingdoms everywhere are 
under threat and begging Camelot for help, only to get no response from its 
king. A king who someone out there believes shouldn’t be king at all. So 
instead of jerking Excalibur day after day, which clearly isn’t going to 
work, I’m saying he should be trying to find out why it’s stuck there in the 
first place.” 

“T am King Arthur’s son,” Tedros declared, leveling Merlin with a stare. 
“T am the Lion by birthright and if a Snake dares challenge that, I will kill 
him. With or without my sword.” 

The room was quiet. 

Merlin exhaled. “Clarissa. Show him.” 

Professor Dovey didn’t move, grimacing. “Merlin, I don’t think we—” 

The wizard turned to her. “Show him or I will.” 





Professor Dovey took a deep breath and pulled a folded piece of paper 
from her pocket. She placed it on the table. “This was the Storian’s last 
page before I left for Camelot. I had one of the fairies copy it as best they 
could.” 

Tedros pulled it open. 
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“You betrayed Chaddick for a Snake?” Sophie cried. “Chaddick had 
Tedros’ trust! Chaddick had Tedros’ faith! What does a Snake have?” 
Slowly the Lady of the Lake raised her eyes. 

“He has Arthur s blood,” she said. 


Tedros, his mother, and Lancelot all turned to Merlin, white as milk. 

“Arthur’s blood?” Guinevere breathed. 

Lancelot shook his head. “That’s ... that’s...” 

“Impossible,” finished Tedros. 

“Not necessarily,” said Merlin, glancing at Professor Dovey as if they’d 
already thought this through. “There are a number of explanations for what 
the Lady of the Lake said to Sophie. The Snake may be a relative of Arthur: 
a half-brother or nephew or blood cousin we are unaware of. The Snake 


could be referring to having Arthur’s physical blood in his possession, even 
to suggest that he killed Arthur, meaning he inflicted the mortal wound at 
the Battle of the Four Point almost seven years ago. He could even mean it 
figuratively: that he has Arthur’s blood ‘on his hands’ and holds Arthur 
responsible for a crime he’s committed. Whatever the Snake’s meaning, it 
made the Lady of the Lake let him into her kingdom and protect him over 
Tedros’ knight. Even more, this Snake must be quite the charmer, because it 
appears from the Storian’s painting that the Lady of the Lake has lost her 
powers. ... Which means the Lady likely kissed him as well.” 

“The Lady of the Lake? Sorceress eternal? Kiss a boy?” Lancelot said, 
agape. 

“My reaction, precisely,” said Professor Dovey. 

“To seduce the Lady of the Lake into giving up her powers is a 
staggering feat—one that should strike fear into all of us,” said Merlin 
gravely. “But that isn’t the only thing that’s troubling. The Lady of the Lake 
is capable of mistakes; she has human emotions after all. Excalibur, on the 
other hand, does not make mistakes. And it remains trapped in the stone at 
the same time that a Snake has made its way into the Woods, claiming to 
have King Arthur’s blood.” 

Everyone was quiet, a thick unease filling the room. 

For the first time, Tedros finally understood what Merlin had been 
trying to tell him. 

“So there’s two possibilities,’ Tedros said. “One is the Snake has no 
claim to the throne and Excalibur wants me to prove I’m the true king, not 
him. Only then can I pull the sword.” 

“Correct,” said Merlin. 

“And the second possibility?” asked Guinevere. 

“The second possibility isn’t a possibility,” said Tedros. 

“The second possibility is that Excalibur is waiting for the Snake to pull 
the sword and prove he’s king, not Tedros,” said Merlin. 

Tedros felt nauseous, hearing the wizard say it out loud. 

“The Snake can’t have Dad’s actual blood,” he said, breathless. “Dad 
had no brothers or sisters.” 

“Unless there was one he didn’t know about,” said Guinevere. “He 
called Sir Ector his father, the man who adopted him. I never met his real 
parents. I don’t even know who they were.” 


“Did Dad know who they were?” Tedros asked his mother. 

Guinevere blushed and stared at her hands. “I feel so stupid. I should 
have asked more about his family. But Arthur had a way of closing off 
certain avenues of conversation. There were many things we just didn’t talk 
about. It’s why it was so easy for the two of us to keep secrets from each 
other.” 

An uncomfortable silence fell. 

“After Lance and I left... ,” Guinevere started. “Is it possible Arthur 
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“No,” said Tedros. “Dad never touched another woman after you 
abandoned him. He was faithful to you, even if you weren’t to him.” 

Guinevere nodded, unable to look at him. 

Tedros’ head was hammering. Chaddick dead . . . Lady of the Lake 
kissed... Dads blood... 

“What do we do, Merlin?” he asked shakily. 

The wizard looked him straight in the eyes. “My king, I am asking you 
that question.” 

Tedros saw the whole table turn to him. 

“When you were in peril at school, Clarissa and I did our best to 
intervene,” said Merlin. “We knew what we were up against with the 
School Master. But this time Clarissa and I are of little help. This is no 
ordinary villain. Not if he made the Lady of the Lake betray you and 
drained her powers. The Snake could surely waltz into Camelot and try his 
hand at Excalibur any moment he chooses. But he hasn’t. Why? Because he 
wants to make you look weak first. He wants the people of the Woods to see 
they’re behind the wrong king. Only then will he come for Excalibur— 
when they no longer have a Lion to believe in. And as that Lion, you must 
stop him. So now, my dear king, you must tell us what to do.” 

Tedros swallowed, every muscle in his body rigid. 

He’d been king for more than six months. But this was the first time he 
felt like one. 

“PII lead an army against him,” he said finally. “An army of Good and 
Evil, like my father would. The Snake won’t stand a chance.” 

“Thank you, my king. Then that is what we will do,” said Merlin, 
turning to the others. “But we must build this army quickly.” 


“Merlin, we have no soldiers, no knights, and no funds,” said Tedros, 
feeling powerless again. “We don’t even know the Snake’s plan—” 

“I said Clarissa and I would be of ‘little help.’ Not ‘no help,” said the 
wizard. “Look closer at this map.” 

Tedros leaned in, as did his mother and Lancelot. 

“Or rather: look bigger,” the wizard said. 

He swished his hand and the floating Quest Map extended at both ends, 
showing more and more three-dimensional kingdoms far beyond the scope 
of the students’ quests—kingdoms Tedros had never heard of: Dannamorah, 
Sing-Sing, Hisa Hassan, Shangri-La... . The map kept stretching across the 
length of the dining room until it jammed against the walls and started 
curling in, reaching around Tedros like a python. ... 

“The Woods are endless. That we know, since fools like me keep trying 
to find the end of them,” said the wizard, stopping the map’s advance before 
it mummified the young king. “And yet, the Deans of the School for Good 
and Evil only assign students’ quests in the kingdoms nearest to the school. 
A perfect little orbit . . .” He swept his hand, lighting up the fourth years in 
a fluorescent circle around the twin castles. “Why? To keep students at 
close distance, should there be a need to dispatch a rescue team.” 

He erased the glow along with all the figurines and names. “Now let’s 
look at the terror attacks in the Woods. Terror that is supposedly random 
and assaulting kingdoms without warning. But is it so random? Look at 
where the attacks have happened—” 

Merlin pointed a finger and instantly dozens of kingdoms on the map 
were plagued by shadows of magical terror: a raging fire in Glass 
Mountain; looting werewolves in Bloodbrook; clouds of bees in Gillikin; 
yogurt mudslides in Altazarra. .. . 

“If the terror were random, then one would expect it to appear 
everywhere. Even in kingdoms at the farthest ends of the Woods. But as 
you can see .. .” He nodded towards the extended regions of the map, 
blissfully clear of attacks. “They seem to have been miraculously spared. 
Instead, all the terror is concentrated right here at the center of the map. 
And if we're even more precise . . .” He waved his hand, lighting up the 
afflicted kingdoms with fluorescent glow— 

“They’re all in a perfect orbit right around Camelot. Just as your 
classmates’ quests are all circled around the School for Good and Evil.” 





Tedros stared at the illuminated sphere circling his kingdom. “Um, 
okay. I know I’m supposed to know what this means, but I wasn’t as good a 
student as Agatha—” 

“It means the unrest in the Woods is as carefully planned as the quest 
assignments are,” Professor Dovey cut in, sounding as teacherly as when 
she’d taught his Good Deeds class. “The Snake doesn’t want the entire 
Woods in upheaval. He only wants the kingdoms closest to Camelot to 
suffer and he’s paying his minions to target these kingdoms specifically.” 

“But why the kingdoms around Camelot instead of Camelot?” Lancelot 
asked. “And why these small-time attacks? Fires? Looting? Bees? Why not 
just come for Tedros?” 

“Oh, he’s coming for Tedros. And soon. That is a certainty,” said 
Merlin. 

“Let him come for me,” Tedros retorted, fists clenched. “I”11 kill him——” 

“And that is precisely the Snake’s plan. To bait you into a fight you are 
not ready for,” said Merlin sternly. “You have no army yet. The people of 
Camelot doubt your place and fitness as king. The kingdoms around 
Camelot are plagued by chaos and fear, their rulers desperately calling on 
Camelot to save them as it has always done before. Only this time, 
Camelot’s king has done nothing to help them. And yet... you still think 
you’re ready to fight?” 

“I'm King Arthur’s son—” Tedros defended. 

“A king is only as strong as his kingdom. A king is only as strong as his 
allies. A king is only as strong as his army. You are not strong, Tedros, and 
the Snake knows it,” said Merlin, bearing down. “You are as weak now as 
your father was in the last year of his reign. And his weakness led not only 
to his death, but to the fall of the kingdom into enemy hands.” 

Tedros went quiet. 

“The Snake is well aware of your father’s history,” said the wizard. “He 
will not give you the time to build an army or get stronger. Soon he’ll reveal 
himself to the Woods as the mastermind behind all these attacks and dare 
you to battle him on a grand stage. And it’s quite clear what this stage will 
be.” 

Tedros paled. “The Four Point,” he said, meeting the wizard’s eyes. 
“Where Dad was wounded.” 


“It’s surely why he tricked the Lady of the Lake into kissing him. So the 
Four Point would no longer be protected,” said the wizard. He pointed 
towards a tiny territory on the map not far from Camelot, where two Ever 
kingdoms and two Never kingdoms met: Jaunt Jolie, Kingdom Kyrgios, 
Ravenbow, and Bloodbrook. “The Four Point isn’t just a symbol of King 
Arthur’s reign. It is the only reason there is lasting peace between Good and 
Evil—a truce point that reminds kingdoms Camelot will fight to protect the 
balance. The people of the Woods are terrified right now. If the Snake 
murders you on the same spot your father suffered a fatal blow, it means he 
is not just more powerful than King Arthur, but more powerful than his 
legacy. With that kind of power, I assure you, no one will stop him from 
walking into Camelot and taking your crown. Regardless of what becomes 
of Excalibur.” 

“Which is why I should ride out there right now,” Tedros returned, 
rising from his seat— 

“No, it’s why you shouldn’t ride out there at all,” said Merlin. “Did you 
hear anything I just said? The Four Point will be a trap. And to fight the 
Snake there is to fall nght into it.” 

The young king stared at him, still on his feet. “So I should let him 
violate Camelot’s land? My father’s sacred memorial? I have to stop him 

“With no Excalibur and no Lady of the Lake?” Professor Dovey said, 
echoing the wizard. “On land that he’s been scouting for weeks? Stay the 
course, Tedros, just like you planned. Build alliances. Build your army for 
the bigger war to come.” 

“I don’t need Excalibur. I don’t need the Lady of the Lake,” Tedros 
persisted. “I have to fight for my people. I’m their leader, Merlin. I’m their 
defender. If he even gets near the Four Point, P1 slit this reptile’s throat and 
prove I’m king once and for all.” 

“Tedros is right,” Lancelot jumped in. “He can’t let the Four Point go 
undefended. I’Il ride with him and fight by his side.” 

“It's too dangerous!” said Guinevere, clearly distressed now that her 
love’s life was at risk. 

“Arthur and I always took on the most dangerous enemies ourselves. 
You know that, Gwen,” Lancelot growled. “That was his duty as king. That 
was my duty as his knight. That’s how we kept this kingdom safe.” 


“But this is Tedros, not Arthur,” Guinevere came back. “Last time you 
and Tedros fought together, you ended up impaled to a tree by the School 
Master and nearly bled to death. Even you said that your shoulder isn’t the 
same since. And now you want to ride into battle again? Listen to Merlin 
and Professor Dovey. Both of you. Don’t do anything rash.” 

“Mother, I know I am not my father. Thank you for reminding me of 
that,” Tedros said coldly. “But Agatha and my friends are out there in the 
Woods fighting my quest. I can’t let them risk their lives for me any longer.” 
He turned to Merlin. “This is my destiny as king. No one else’s. You can’t 
stop me from fighting—” 

“I’m not trying to stop you from fighting, Tedros,” said the wizard. “I’m 
trying to stop you from fighting before you are ready. This is a Snake who 
duped Good’s greatest sorceress. A Snake who thinks Ae 5 the rightful king. 
He will not fight fairly and you must be prepared. If you fight him on his 
terms, he will kill you and your queen, just like he already killed your best 
friend.” 

Tedros fell silent. 

“Four Point is only a three-hour ride from here. We should leave now, 
Tedros,” Lancelot forced, ignoring Merlin. “Don’t listen to the wizard. You 
and I beat the School Master, after all.” 

“Only because / had a plan and brought you an army,” Merlin said 
sharply. 

Lancelot opened his mouth to argue, then closed it. 

Tedros looked between the wizard, the Dean, his mother, and the knight, 
thinking carefully. 

Then he turned to Merlin. 

“Let’s get back to building our army,” said the king. 

Guinevere exhaled. Lancelot sank back in his chair and glowered out 
the window, rubbing at his shoulder. 

The wizard continued: “If we are to build an army to fight the Snake, 
then we will need allies. Tedros must immediately convene a summit of 
Ever and Never leaders from the affected kingdoms. Despite the fact that 
you’ve ignored their pleas for help, you must assure them that Camelot is 
still on their side—and that you are the only ruler who still has all of their 
interests at heart.” 

Tedros nodded, trying to look confident. 





“Until that summit occurs and while Agatha’s crew tracks the Snake’s 
movements, the five of us must be our own crew with our own task... .” 
Merlin looked around the table. “We need to find out who this Snake might 
be. And more importantly, where he gets his power.” 

Merlin turned to Professor Dovey. “On that note, perhaps it’s best if I 
visit the Lady of the Lake myself.” 

“You can’t go now, Merlin. I need you,” the Dean breathed, quickly and 
tight-lipped as if she didn’t want the others to hear. 

“You’re more than ready to do it on your own,” the wizard murmured. 

“Something’s still bothering me, Merlin,” said Guinevere, interrupting 
them. “Even if the Snake is Arthur’s family, Tedros has the throne by 
birthright. He is Arthur’s first and only son. No amount of Arthur’s blood 
can challenge that.” 

The wizard gazed at her thoughtfully. “Quite right, Guinevere. Unless, 
of course, by ‘Arthur’s blood,’ the Snake meant—” 

He paused. 

“Unless he meant . . . what,” Tedros pushed. 

Merlin turned to the Dean. “I’m afraid I need to depart at once, Clarissa. 
Pll see you at school in a few days’ time.” 

He stood and gathered his cape and hat, leaving the Dean dismayed. 

“But, Merlin—” Dovey pleaded. 

“You'll do quite fine without me, Clarissa. Just stay vigilant,” he said 
cryptically as he headed for the door. “As for the rest of you, I'll leave you 
to your afternoon meeting, which Clarissa would be wise to avoid as well, 
since it concerns the only thing in the world wizards and fairy godmothers 
are deathly allergic to.” 

“What's that?” Tedros asked. 

“Money,” said Merlin, without looking back. 


“The advisors want to talk to me?” Tedros said, eyes wide. “Lady 
Gremlaine has been trying to arrange a meeting between me and them for 
six months and their only response has been to urinate in their food and 
throw it in her direction.” 

“Well, apparently, they’ve changed their minds,” said the Treasury 
Master, not looking up from his ledger. “Sent a scrap of paper through a 
guard named Kei. He couldn’t find Lady Gremlaine so he brought it to me.” 


The Treasury Master was an egg-shaped, fleshy figure, no taller than a 
baby Christmas tree, with a bald pate, floppy ears, and enormous gold 
glasses that took up most of his pug-nosed, pink-skinned face. Tedros 
couldn’t tell if he was human or ogre. 

“They’ll see you after supper and they made it clear you’re to be alone,” 
said the Treasury Master. He lifted his head and looked at Lancelot and 
Guinevere, seated beside Tedros, then went back to his ledger. “I summoned 
you to give you the message, so now that it’s delivered, I assume our 
meeting 1s at an end—” 

“Not so fast,” said Lancelot. “We have more questions, Treasury 
Master.” 

As the knight interrogated him, Tedros lapsed into his thoughts. After 
six months, his father’s advisors had agreed to see him. The advisors who’d 
driven Camelot into debt. The advisors who’d done something with its gold. 
Finally he would get answers. 

“I'm afraid I don’t understand the question,” the Treasury Master was 
saying, perched between stacks of soggy ledgers and chewing the end of his 
red pencil. 

“You don’t understand the question? Or do you not understand words in 
general?” Lancelot bullied, still pent up from the lunch meeting. 

“Lance,” Guinevere said, before simpering at the Treasury Master. “All 
we’re asking is how are we still losing money now that the advisors are in 
jail? Since Tedros took the throne, the kingdom has been collecting taxes 
fairly and he’s cut spending to the bone. Camelot should be bringing in 
more gold than before. Not falling deeper and deeper into debt—” 

“Accounting is a complicated field, Lady Guinevere,” said the Treasury 
Master vacantly. “Best left to the likes of men.” 

Guinevere’s face changed. She glanced at Lancelot. 

The knight cracked his knuckles. “Who appointed you Treasury Master, 
kind sir?” 

“The Council of Advisors brought me in after Arthur’s death, given my 
sterling reputation. And I have a contract for a twelve-year term, so my 
position is secure,” said the Treasury Master, holding his gaze. “Speaking of 
security, isn’t there still a bounty on both of your heads?” 

Lancelot leaned in. “You’re welcome to try to collect.” 

Tedros couldn’t concentrate. 


His mind was on Excalibur. 

Was the sword waiting for him to kill the Snake? 

Or was it waiting for the Snake to kill Tedros? 

Tedros gritted his teeth. He could feel his fingers twitching. ... . How 
could he hold back for an army? . . . He wanted to fight the Snake right 
now.... 

He took a deep breath. 

Merlin and Professor Dovey were right. His father had ridden into the 
Battle of the Four Point weak and without a plan and lost everything. 
Tedros couldn’t make the same mistake. Not just for him, but for Agatha 
too. 

Agatha. 

His heart clenched thinking of his true love out in the Woods with her 
crew, tracking a deadly villain. He wished he could have spoken to 
Professor Dovey before she left. She was the last person to talk to Agatha 
and he wanted to know how she was and why she hadn’t written when she 
promised she would. But now Tedros was thinking about the Storian’s last 
page... . “Arthur 5 blood...’ Why had Merlin gone just as he seemed to 
figure out what the words meant? Was there someone in Arthur’s family 
who wanted the crown? Someone willing to kill his son for it? Someone 
Merlin knew? Tedros thought back to what Lady Gremlaine had said in the 
Hall of Kings. .. . “How little you know of your father . . .” And yet, deep 
inside, he had the sinking feeling that they were all wrong . . . that they had 
missed the real meaning of the Lady of the Lake’s words. . . . 

But now Tedros was thinking of the summit he had to call to build an 
army. He’d put off answering the urgent letters from neighboring kingdoms 
because Camelot had zero to offer them. If he went ahead with a summit, 
he’d have to face them all in person. ... 

“Tedros?” his mother’s voice said. 

He looked up to see her, Lance, and the Treasury Master staring at him. 

“Oh. Um, what was the question?” Tedros asked. 

Lance glowered. “I told Humpty Dumpty here to show me Camelot’s 
accounts and he said no and I said show me or I’Il give you the beating of 
your life and he said only the king can order him to show the kingdom’s 
books—” 


“And he isn’t officially king,” said the Treasury Master, barely looking 
at Tedros. “Which means maybe I should call some guards and see if 
they’re interested in splitting a bounty.” He grinned at Guinevere and 
Lancelot. “Think there’s just enough gold in the kingdom left for that.” 

Maybe it was the way the fat little twit said it. Or the way he ignored 
Tedros like he was a kitchen maid. Or maybe now that a Snake wanted his 
crown, Tedros finally felt like a Lion. Whatever it was, it made Tedros stand 
up. 

“I'm the only king you have at the moment, my friend. So as long as 
you plan to remain at Camelot, you and everyone else in this castle are 
under my command. Which means you’ll hand over the kingdom’s books 
without another word and you’ll never threaten my mother and Lancelot 
again. First things first, though.” 

Tedros turned to Lance. “You have a beating to give.” 

The Treasury Master gasped. 

Tedros knew from experience that Lancelot could inflict remarkable 
pain in a short time. The Treasury Master didn’t fare well, then. Bruised and 
whimpering behind the desk like a dying cat, he quiveringly handed over all 
of Camelot’s ledgers, which Lance, Tedros, and his mother lugged into a 
Blue Tower sitting room and spread out over the tattered mohair carpet. 

The palm plant in the corner of the room was dead, the powder-blue 
wallpaper had water bubbles in it, and the cracked ceiling leaked onto the 
fireplace mantel, drip, drip, drip. A few mosquitoes buzzed around their 
heads. But the three of them stayed hunched on the carpet for hours, barely 
speaking as they scoured the Treasury Master’s books. Soon the sky 
dimmed through the windows and stewards put down plates of chicken 
tikka and saffron rice, which were eaten hastily and shoved aside so they 
could get back to work. 

Finally Lancelot looked up. “They taxed the poor and the middle class 
at double the rates Arthur did and cut the taxes of the wealthiest 
landowners. That’s obvious. But it still looks like we have plenty of money 
coming into the accounts. More than enough to build an army.” 

“But if revenues are up, how can we be bankrupt? That’s what I don’t 
understand,” said Guinevere. “Who has the expense books—” 

“T do and they all look fine too,” said Tedros, peering at a ledger. “Well, 
except the expenses for CB. Those numbers are astronomical. Must be 


where all the extra money went. But that’s to be expected after Dad died.” 

“What's CB?” Guinevere asked. 

““Camelot Beautiful,” Tedros answered. “Advisors started the fund 
after Dad died to help maintain and refurbish the castle. Agatha’s been 
raising money for it the past six months—” 

He stopped talking. 

Slowly they took in the room around them . . . the warped wallpaper ... 
dripping ceiling . . . molting plant... 

“Well, one thing’s for sure,” said Lancelot. “Whatever money’s in that 
fund isn’t going to Camelot Beautiful.” 

Guinevere shook her head. “Where is it going, then? Where is all of 
Camelot’s gold?” 

“Only one way to find out,” said Tedros, snapping his book shut. He 
stood and straightened his crown, his eyes crystal blue, his face regal, 
looking like the Tedros in the Hall of Kings. 

“It’s time for me to meet these advisors.” 


AGATHA 


Pirate Pavilion 


“A rthurs blood? What do you mean the Snake has Arthur’s blood!” 


Nicola blurted. 

“Shh! They’ll hear us!” Sophie snapped. “Agatha and I were having a 
private conversation—” 

“Your voice is so screechy there’s nothing private about it.” 

“You moldy little toadstool—” 





“Is this really the time to be bickering?” Agatha hissed between them. 

The three girls were chained by the hands, one behind the other, with 
Bogden, Willam, Hort, Dot, Anadil, and Hester fixed to the same chain in 
lockstep ahead of them. Four teenage pirates in black leather, wielding 
curved swords, rode on horseback, two ahead, two behind, marshaling the 
prisoners through Jaunt Jolie, paved with yellow and pink brick, hot under 
their feet from the broiling summer sun. Agatha could see townspeople 
peeping from houses, many with black eyes or gashed cheeks. 

“This is an Ever kingdom. Why aren’t they helping us?” Sophie 
whispered, tripping over her long, ruffly blue dress. “Aren’t Evers supposed 
to rescue Good from the clutches of Evil?” 


“You’re not Good,” Agatha grumbled, dripping sweat. “Plus, they’re 
probably relieved it’s not them. Also, don’t you have any questing clothes?” 

“Like your tomboy getup? You look like a mill worker, while I look like 
Wendy from Peter Pan, only not as helpless or dull. I told Boobeshwar to 
hem it, but the fool’s run off with his fiancée—” 

Sophie stumbled on her dress again and a shirtless pirate smacked her 
hard with his horse reins. He couldn’t have been more than sixteen, with a 
bony torso, a peeling sunburnt face, and a nose broken in two places. 

“Izzis what lasses look like atta School for Evil? Pity I aint creepin’ the 
halls, then,” he chuckled, leering down at her. “School Master passed my 
house by on kidnappin’ night. Musta thought little ol” Wesley wouldn’t turn 
out Evil enough. Too bad. We coulda been friends.” He curled towards 
Sophie, flashing snaggly teeth. “Bet ye smell like warm cherry pie.” 

“Well, you'll never know since that’s the closest you’ll ever get to me. 
Or any female, I suspect,” Sophie snipped. 

Wesley reddened and spat at her. “Wait "til the Snake gets his hands on 
ye.” He rode to join his fellow pirates ahead. 

Agatha saw Sophie’s finger glow hot pink. “Steady, Sophie.” 

“Dirty thugs. I could kill them all,” Sophie fumed. “Though I’m a little 
out of practice.” 

“They’re taking us to the Snake. That’s what matters,” said Agatha. 

The original plan had been to fight the pirates and rescue Beatrix’s quest 
team, wherever they were. Given reports that the pirates had taken over 
Jaunt Jolie’s ports, Agatha had expected them to attack the moment the 
Igraine docked—and they did in startling numbers, surfacing from the 
water in scaly black cloaks and silver-tipped black boots, scrambling up the 
boat like lizards. From storybooks, Agatha had expected the pirates to be 
gnarly old men, with curly beards and stinking of rum, not a band of wild 
young alley cats. But after two days of sailing from Avalon back into balmy 
waters, two days that they filled with strategy meetings and spell practice, 
Agatha’s crew had been prepared for anything. Sophie unleashed a chilling 
witch’s scream that sent the young rogues diving underwater; Hester’s 
demon flung them overboard; Anadil’s rats sank teeth into necks; Dot 
rained steaming hot chocolate on their heads; Hort’s man-wolf pitched boys 
to the horizon while Willam and Bogden beat them off rails with the only 


weapons they had left (the beaver had stolen the rest); even Nicola, who 
had no fingerglow yet, smacked a pirate with her shoe. .. . 

Except Agatha had been so focused on her crew that she hadn’t seen the 
cretin coming up behind her: a young pirate with bloodred tattoos around 
his eyes who shoved a knife against her throat. He recognized her hideous 
little face, he’d said, pulling a wet wad of parchment from his pocket— 
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“Snake said you lot’d be comin’ our way,” the boy cooed, smelling like 
rancid meat. “Won’t pay us if we don’t bring ye to him alive, though. Wants 
to kill ye all ’imself. Much as I’d like to cut yer neck and claim the bounty 
inna name of Thiago of Netherwood. Git my name in a fairy tale the ol’- 
fashion way. By earnin’ it.” He scowled murderously at the group. 
“Yellow-bellied cream puffs. Think "cause you went to that hoity-toity 
school yer better than the lot of us? Pissin’ Evers and Nevers, questin’ for 
glory! We’ll see what yer books ’n teachers are worth when yer squealin’ 
like pigs—” 

Hester’s demon launched for him. So did Hort’s man-wolf and the rest 
of the crew— 

Agatha ordered them to stand down. Not because she was scared; she 
was quite sure she could take out this Thiago twerp with a stun spell and a 
knee to his groin. But after what happened in Avalon, this was their one 
chance to meet the Snake. They had to find out who this villain was. 

But now squired in chains with her crew, Agatha could feel her nerves 
shredding as they neared the town square. If Tedros could see her right now, 
he’d be on the next ship out of Camelot to rescue her. It’s why she hadn’t 
written him, letting her new courier crow idle about the ship instead. She’d 
come on this quest to ease his problems, not add to them. 

A fools errand, her soul’s voice said. He cant be king without going 
through the fire. 

I’m his queen. My duty is to protect him, Agatha fought back. 

You cant protect him from the truth. 

“Good lord,” Sophie said, distracting her. “Beasts didn’t take long to put 
their stink on the place.” 

Agatha looked past her and blanched. The main thoroughfare of Jaunt 
Jolie was once an airy yellow-and-pink pavilion of shops, marble arches, 
and fountains filled with Wish Fish that painted beautiful water-paintings of 
people’s deepest wishes. Now it was a steamy pirates’ den with more than 
fifty sweat-soaked boys lounging on stone benches, spray-painting graffiti, 
barbecuing beef over open flames, drinking cider out of barrels, and 
tormenting Wish Fish to draw lewd images. WANTED posters littered the 
foul-smelling pavilion, featuring different members of Agatha’s crew with 
varying bounties (there was even one for Bogden at a meager 10 pennies). 


“Four hundred gold coins?” Sophie said, spotting her own face on a 
poster. “Aren’t you at 500, Aggie? Surely a Dean is worth more than a 
princess—” 

“Forget that. How did the Snake know we were coming here?” Agatha 
asked, scanning posters of Hester... Hort... Dot... 

“Forget that too,” Nicola butted i in, latina ata poster of herself. “How 
does he know my face?” 

“Wait a second,” said Agatha, squinting ahead. “Isn't that... Beatrix?” 

A portrait of their blond, doe-eyed classmate gazed back at them from 
one of three WANTED posters on a shop window. The other two posters 
were of ravishing, brown-skinned Reena and freckly, red-haired Millicent, 
both assigned by Professor Dovey as helpers to Beatrix in their quest 
against the pirates. 

“Means the Snake hasn’t caught them yet,” Sophie surmised. “Pity.” 

“I thought Millicent had been mogrified,” said Agatha. 

“No wonder he can’t find her, then—” said Sophie. 

“Hey, guys?” Nicola interjected. 

Agatha and Sophie followed her eyes to a tattered poster on the ground. 





“He killed a queen?” Sophie breathed. 


Agatha knew she should feel scared for her own fate, but looking at the 
queen’s face, she only felt fury. “What kind of boys would help a masked 
murderer? They’re just like that scummy beaver. Willing to do anything for 
a bundle of gold.” 

And yet scores of gold coins were littered across the pavilion, as if the 
scoundrels had earned so much booty that this was merely loose change. 
Nearby, a young pirate urinated on a wall beneath shops graffitied with new 
names: “DAMSEL IN ’DIS DRESS,” “YO HO HOME FURNISHINGS,” 
“THE PEG LEG PUB,” “PLUNDER’S PLUMBING.” And all the while, 
they sang shanties off-key as they waved cider jugs and stomped their 
silver-tipped boots— 


Underneath me pirate hat, 
That's where I hide me treasure map! 


On the deck where floorboards creak, 
That's where I keep me wooden teeth! 


In lovely maidens’ open hearts— 
That's where I’m storin’ all me farts! 


“No wonder the School Master didn’t take them for Evil,” said Agatha. 
“Pirates in storybooks are bold and clever. These are just horrible.” 

“Wonder if Hort feels the same way,” said Nicola. 

“Hort, Hort, Hort. Is that all you talk about?” Sophie moaned. 

“Hort’s father was a pirate, which means Hort grew up around pirates,” 
said Nicola. “He might very well know these boys.” 

“Good point,” said Agatha. 

Sophie muttered something under her breath. 

Agatha wished she could talk to Hort, but he was at the front of the 
chain, sweaty and shirtless after reverting from a man-wolf (the pirates had 
thankfully let him put on breeches). The witches were with him too, 
whispering to each other and giving Agatha nervous looks. 

Agatha’s stomach sank. Had she really thought this through? Or had she 
unwittingly put her crew in danger like she had in Avalon? While sailing 
from there, they’d all been so busy preparing for the battle against the 





pirates that Agatha had never prepared for what would happen if they were 
captured (the pirates had even chained up Hester’s demon). Nor had she or 
Sophie revealed to the witches what the Lady of the Lake had said. Agatha 
herself had barely processed what Sophie told her... . 

Arthur s blood? How could the Snake have Arthur’s blood? Was there 
another relative they didn’t know about? Or did “Arthur’s blood” mean 
something else? She needed to talk to Professor Dovey about it, but because 
of that cruddy crystal ball, Dovey wouldn’t check in with them until 
tomorrow— 

Wait. Wouldnt the Storian have written about it? They were in a fairy 
tale, after all, where the pen recorded every key moment. Dovey was on 
watch in the School Master’s tower. . . . She would have seen the scene 
unfold between Sophie and the Lady of the Lake... which meant Dovey 
surely knew what the Lady had said to Sophie before she vanished. And if 
Dovey knew, so would Merlin . . . perhaps even Tedros by now... . 

Agatha tensed up. Did Tedros know, then, that his best friend was dead? 
Did he know that his princess was hunting the killer? All her efforts to 
insulate him from worry suddenly seemed foolish. 

And yet, beneath it all, Agatha also felt an odd relief. If anyone could 
make sense of what the Lady of the Lake had said, it’d be Dovey and 
Arthur’s own family. She’d leave the mystery in the Dean’s hands for now, 
then. She had to. Because every part of her had to focus on how she and her 
crew could meet a murderous villain and still come out alive— 

“Aggie, look,” Sophie said, pointing to the royal castle ahead, with two 
pink-and-gold towers now flying black crossbones flags. It’s where the 
pirates were leading them. 

“Izzat the “princess of Camelot’? I’ve seen prettier mole rats,” a 
handsome young pirate heckled as the prisoners crossed into the pavilion. 

“Don’t care if they look like a horse’s arse as long as I git me gold,” a 
shaved-headed one said. “Tally those bounties, divide by us, and what’s that 
make?” 

“A whole lotta beef,” said a fat pirate, firing up the barbecue to a 
resounding cheer. 

“Blimey. A couple fine ones in there, innit?” grunted a swarthy one, 
swinging his arm around Nicola. 


“And lookie here! The new Dean of Evil!” a runty one hooted, grabbing 
at Sophie. “Saw her portrait in my sis’s school handbook! Wonder if she’ll 
let me in for a kiss... .” 

Agatha could see Sophie’s finger glowing so pink it was starting to melt 
the gold vial on her necklace. But even with her cheeks hot with 
humiliation, Sophie knew full well they shouldn’t fight these thugs. They’d 
be face-to-face with the Snake soon... . 

“Hi-ho! Fair maidens! Sing us a shanty!” the fat pirate yelled. 

“Shanty! Shanty!” the boys demanded. 

“We need a plan for the Snake,” Agatha whispered to Sophie. 

“I have an idea,” Nicola said, eavesdropping. 

“We don’t need anything from you, first year,” Sophie grouched. 

“A first year who’s saved your life twice,” said Nicola. 

“Luck,” Sophie poohed. 

“PII take any luck we can get,” Agatha trumped to Nicola. “What do 
you have in mind?” 

A spray of gold coins flew over their heads. 

“Sing us a shanty!” the fat boy badgered, flinging more gold at them. 

“Snake wears a mask, right?” said Nicola, ducking the coins. “He’s not 
going to want to reveal his identity.” 

“Aren’t you glad she’s here, Aggie? So helpful,” Sophie sniped. 

“But that’s how we find out who he is,” said Nicola, looking squarely at 
her. “Sophie, we need you to—” 

Someone yanked the line to a stop and the three girls crashed into 
Willam, who was right in front of them. Sunburnt Wesley glowered down 
from the horse, his sword blade hooked through the chain. “When a pirate 
gives ye an order, ye best obey it. Don’t think the Snake would flinch if we 
delivered yer lot without noses.” He tapped Sophie’s and Nicola’s noses 
with his sword. “Which means we ain’t movin’ another inch until these two 
lassies pucker up and sing.” 

Sophie and Nicola swallowed. 

So did Agatha, Hester, Anadil, Dot, Hort, Bogden, and Willam, finally 
all able to look at each other again. This wasn’t like the battle on the boat; 
here they were outnumbered by pirates twenty to one, they couldn’t direct 
their fingerglows with their hands cuffed behind their backs (Anadil’s rats 
included), and their best weapon, Hester’s demon, was wrapped in chains, 


uselessly trapped on her neck. Meaning the future of the crew’s noses 
depended on the song that was about to come out of the two girls’ mouths. 
“TI start,” Sophie announced— 
“No, I will,” Nicola cut in. She eyed Agatha intently and sang in a clear 
voice: 


“There once was a boy named Ito 
Whose tale was in my storybook. 
He had a face of perfect beauty 
And all day in mirrors he looked. 


But Ito loved his face so much 
He didnt want others to enjoy 
So he put on a mask 

And pretended to be coy 


He wore the mask for days and years 

Until he fell for a lovely girl 

Who confided to a friend, 

“He must be ugly and hiding from the world.’ 


So Ito finally removed his mask 
To prove her wrong and be bold 
Only to find that in time 

His face had grown very old.” 


Agatha lit up with understanding. Looking miffed, Sophie glared at 
Nicola, then opened her mouth to sing, but Agatha jumped in and sang back 
to Nicola in a husky, barbarous croak: 


“I know a boy like Ito 

Who wears a mask of green 

We need a pretty girl to tempt his pride 
And make him want to be seen. 

A girl like a prize or a trophy, 

A girl whose name is...” 


Agatha and Nicola turned and stared at Sophie. 

Sophie blinked back at them, baffled. 

Silence hung over the pavilion. 

“THAT AIN’T A SHANTY?” a pirate cried. 

“Boo!” the others shouted. 

Beef bits and fistfuls of coins spewed violently in their direction. 
Someone threw a parrot and hit Hort in the groin— 

“Poke out their eyes!” one ordered. 

“Cut off their arms!” commanded another. 

Young pirates with swords advanced. Agatha and Nicola recoiled, 
dragging the rest of the crew with them. There was nowhere to go. All nine 
members of the group backed up against a wall, shadows of pirate blades 
rising over them. Fingerglows burnt bright behind the kids’ backs as they 
tried to melt each other’s cuffs. . . . Hester’s demon screeched and tore at 
his chains. . . . But it was too late. Swords slashed down— 

“Yoo-hoo! Boys!” 

Hands behind her back, Sophie shimmied her ruffly blue dress and 
started high-kicking— 


“Tm Whiskey Woo, the pirate queen! 
Whiskey Woo! 
Whiskey Woo! 


I’m Whiskey Woo, the pirate queen! 
Whiskey Woo! 
Whiskey Woo!” 


Pirates held their swords, eyes big as gold coins. 

Sophie kicked higher, flashing her bloomers and a pearly white smile. 
“Pm Whiskey Woo, the pirate queen! Whiskey Woo! Whiskey W—” 

She saw the pirates” faces and slowly stopped singing. 

The pavilion went silent as a tomb. 

Somewhere a parrot squawked. 

“Blimey. That's aworst shanty I ever ’eard,” Wesley spat. 

“Bottom of the barrel,” said tattooed Thiago. 

“Don’t deserve the word “barrel,”” said the fat pirate. 


Agatha’s palms dripped. She could see Sophie flush-faced, knowing 
she’d just doomed them all— 

Then like a sun ripping through clouds, the boys exploded into laughter. 

“Might be pretty, but she’s stupid as a nut!” the handsome pirate 
howled. 

“Don’t git too close or you might turn stupid too!” the runty one 
whooped. “Put that inna school handbook!” 

“Feel sorry for ’er students! Their Dean’s a dope 
sniggered. 

Sophie gaped at them, red as a beet. 

“Get these clods to the Snake,” Wesley snarled, shaking his head. 
“Faster ye get ’em out of our sight, the faster we’re rid of ’em for good.” 

“Whiskey Woo! Whiskey Woo!” his mates mocked. 

Eager to deliver their bounties, the horsebound pirates whipped the kids 
on towards the castle. Agatha stared at Sophie, speechless. 

“I saved us, didn’t I?” Sophie retorted. 

As they filed out of the pavilion, they could hear pirates still jeering: 
“Whiskey Woo! Whiskey Woo!” 

“A good laugh is worth its weight in gold!” Sophie called back at them 
angrily. “Better up that bounty on me now! A solid thousand, I’d say, 
wouldn’t you?” 

“Whiskey Woo! Whiskey Woo!” the pirates ragged. 

Nicola whispered to Agatha. “At least we have our noses.” 

“She can’t outsmart the Snake by being a fool, Nicola!” Agatha hissed, 
straining against her cuffs. “Your shanty was right. Sophie can get him to 
take off his mask, but only if he /ikes her. How is she going to make him 
like her? With a limerick and a cha-cha?” 

“Leave it to me. I'll help her,” Nicola whispered. 

“Yeah, right. You don’t know Sophie like I do—” 

“This isn’t just your fairy tale anymore, Agatha,” Nicola said sharply. 

Agatha was quiet. 

“Listen,” said Nicola. “Ever since I got to the Woods, I’ve thought my 
real life was back in Gavaldon. But the Storian wrote all of us into this 
quest for a reason, including me. And the only way I'll find out why I’m on 
this quest is if you let me be a part of it.” Her dark eyes softened. “Maybe 
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you already have a best friend, Agatha. Maybe you don’t have room in your 
story for any more. But I have room in mine. Let me help you.” 

Agatha searched the first year’s face. All this time, she thought she was 
the captain of this fairy tale. The only one who could steer them to a new 
happy ending, as if it were a mappable port on the shore. That’s another 
reason she’d left Tedros behind. Because in her toughest moments, Agatha 
trusted herself and herself alone. 

And yet... maybe that’s why she could never find a happy ending that 
lasted. 

She looked into Nicola’s eyes. 

“Friends?” the first year asked. 

“Friends,” said Agatha, a warm feeling spreading through her. 

Together, the two girls raised their gaze to the castle, the chain pulling 
them towards its doors. 

The warmth inside Agatha went cold. 

A Snake was waiting. 


es 16 2>- 
TEDROS 
Riddles and Mistrals 


As Tedros swept through the White Tower, veering into dead ends and 
going round in circles, he kept passing the same square-jawed guard, 
smirking in his blue-and-gold uniform, daring him to ask for directions. 





Tedros insisted to Lancelot he could meet the advisors without Lance 
taking him there. The knight demanded to come along, wary of a king 
treading into the dungeons on his own, but Tedros shoved past him, 
ordering him to stay behind. First of all, the advisors had made it clear they 
wanted to see him alone. Second, he didn’t want to admit he hadn’t a clue 
where the prison was after a lifetime of living in Camelot and six months of 


ruling it. And third, he was done passing the buck to others. On his first 
night in the castle, when the advisors had refused to see him, he’d let 
Lancelot throw them in jail instead of doing it himself. 

But tonight he’d right that wrong. When it came to these advisors, this 
coming meeting felt personal. 

He’d been roaming the White Tower for nearly an hour now, but the 
reddish torchlight made every hall look the same. Any time he opened a 


door it went wrong: a storage space filled with broken weapons... a 
steward undressing in his quarters . . . a laundry maid in the midst of 
ironing, so spooked at the sight of him she burnt through his shirt. . . . It 


was futile guesswork: the only part of White Tower that Tedros knew was 
the strange guest room his father had built on the second floor, which he 
kept returning to every few minutes like a rat restarting a maze. 

Reaper could have shown me the way, Tedros thought, aware he was 
longing for a creature he’d often imagined falling into a lit fireplace. The 
cat seemed to know every nook and cranny of this castle. But after he’d 
kicked him in the guest room this morning, Reaper had vanished, no longer 
compelled to protect the king. 

“Lost, Your Highness?” said the square-jawed guard as he passed. 

“If I was, I’d ask,” said Tedros. “Especially since guards don’t speak to 
kings unless they’re spoken to first.” 

The guard bolted to attention, spear to his chest. 

One day these guards will look at me the way they looked at my father, 
Tedros thought, prowling through the empty staff dining room into a 
carpeted corridor. One day no one will question my place as king— 

He tripped over a hole in a carpet and toppled through an open door, his 
crown flying off him, his body splaying onto a wet floor. He stood up 
gingerly, his chest and legs drenched. He lit his fingerglow and saw he was 
in a spacious bathroom, almost as big as his master bath in the Gold Tower. 
The floor was flooded an inch deep with water. Tedros scanned the bath 
with his glow until he found the source: a severed toilet hose that had 
dumped out the entire water tank. Tedros groaned and picked up his 
dripping crown, smushing it back on his head. He was about to trudge back 
into the hall and fetch one of the maids . . . but then something caught his 
eye. 


Farther in, the bathroom had two side doors across from each other, 
each leading into opposing rooms. Which meant this bathroom was shared 
between whoever occupied those two rooms. 

No wonder it's so big, Tedros thought. 

Curious as to why neither of the rooms’ inhabitants had noticed the 
leak, Tedros opened one of the side doors and stepped through— 

He raised his brows. 

It was the strange guest room, with the brown-and-orange rug, bare 
beige walls, and lonely bed in the corner. The one his father used to hide in 
during his drunken hazes. 

But Tedros hadn’t used this door earlier today. He’d entered through the 
front door across the room, which still had his bloody handprint on it. And 
he’d used a key. 

He turned and examined the door he’d just come in, with no doorknob 
on the inside and deftly concealed within the pattern of the wallpaper. It’s 
why he hadn’t seen it when he was in here this morning. 

A secret door? To a guest room? 

It didn’t make sense. Then again, many things in this castle didn’t make 
sense. Especially in the middle of the night, when he could feel his brain 
deadening and his eyes starting to close. But then another thought struck 
him— 

Who shared the bathroom with this room? 

He stepped through the secret door back into the bathroom and waded 
across the wet floor to the opposite side door. 

He opened it— 

A blast of perfume hit him, smelling of powdered rose. The small room 
had lavender wallpaper, a dark purple carpet, and a crisply made bed. A 
plate of half-eaten biscuits and an empty glass were on the nightstand, a 
dried-out lemon on the glass’s rim. Next to the glass was a leather-bound 
notebook. Tedros peeled it open and saw pages filled with Lady 
Gremlaine’s clear, graceful handwriting: schedules, to-do lists, addresses, 
notes to self. ... 

Tedros looked around the deserted room. 

Shouldn t she be sleeping? 

There was nothing on the desk cabinets or mantel. He glanced back into 
the bathroom. There were no face creams or perfume bottles or even a 


toothbrush. 

Tedros’ chest tingled. 

He pulled the closet door. Empty. He yanked open the drawers and 
cabinets. Empty. 

He rushed through the room’s main door into the hall and saw the 
square-jawed guard, reappeared. 

Tedros frowned. “Weren’t you in the other . . . Never mind. Where’s 
Lady Gremlaine?” 

The guard didn’t look at him, his narrow, hooded brown eyes fixed 
ahead. “Gone, Your Highness.” 

“Yes, but gone where?” 

“Packed up before lunch. Took all of her belongings and left the castle,” 
the guard said. “Said she was no longer needed.” 

“What? Why would she—” 

Tedros’ eyes widened. When they were in the Hall of Kings, he’d 
promised to stand up for her. To vouch for her after she’d helped him these 
past six months. He’d given Lady Gremlaine his word. But instead, he’d 
forgotten all about her and let his mother dismiss her, just like his dad once 
had. 

“Like father, like son,” her words echoed. 

Tedros hadn’t just been selfish. He’d been cruel. 

The young king stiffened, heat coloring his cheeks. 

It was time to swallow his pride. 

Slowly he looked up at the guard. 

“T seem to be lost after all,” Tedros said. 


The dungeon wasn’t in the White Tower. 

It was in the Gold Tower and to get there, they had to go through King’s 
Cove. Turns out Tedros had been working out right over the prison every 
morning and he hadn’t a clue. He followed the guard through the 
Gymnasium, tensing up as they passed Excalibur’s empty case, then 
tightening even more as the guard spotted King Arthur’s statue inside 
King’s Cove, the eyes gouged out. 

“Your Highness,” he gasped, nostrils flaring, “someone has desecrated 
the—” 

“I am aware, guard.” 





“PII make sure to inform the other men —” 

“I'm handling it,” Tedros clipped. “It’s one o’clock. Pd like to sleep 
tonight. Where is the prison?” 

Still looking concerned, the guard stepped into the muggy grotto, the 
broad frame of his blue-and-gold uniform glowing in the pool’s ghostly 
light. The weak torches lit up the surface of the fungus-filled water and the 
slow, leaky cascade over the tall pile of rocks. The guard reached up to the 
statue of King Arthur holding Excalibur and twisted the sword’s hilt, the 
stone turning easily under his fingers. 

All of a sudden the waterfall stopped running and the rocks parted, 
revealing a white stone door. 

“T believe you have the key, Your Highness,” said the guard. 

“Key?” said Tedros. 

“Only you and Lady Gremlaine have keys to the door. Lady Gremlaine 
let us in each day to feed the prisoners. But if she didn’t leave her keys 
behind when she departed the castle, then only you can let us in now.” 

Tedros took out his key ring. “But I don’t have the key to—” 

He stopped. There was a coal-colored key scrunched between the many 
others on his ring—the one he always assumed opened a far-flung lockbox 
or weapons case. Skirting the edge of the pool, Tedros slipped through the 
gap in the rocks to reach the door and fit the black key into the lock. He 
pushed the door open, revealing a steep staircase down into darkness. 

The guard lifted a torch off the wall and started descending the steps. 

“This way, Your Highness.” 

The young king followed quickly, trying not to breathe in the wet, fetid 
stench. Lancelot was right: the rest of the castle might be crumbling, but the 
real Royal Rot was hidden down beneath. Tedros was glad he hadn’t come 
alone. 

“Has the prison always been here?” he asked the guard. 

“Far as I know, Your Highness. Suppose the old kings enjoyed the 
thought of swimming idly while their prisoners festered below them. Pm 
not much older than you, so don’t take my word for it. Started my duties 
here only a few months after they packed you off to school.” 

“How does one even become a guard at Camelot?” Tedros asked, guilty 
that he didn’t know the answer. In fact, he hadn’t ever remembered talking 
to a guard before. Growing up, he’d treated them like wallpaper. 





“We go to school for it, Your Highness. Not all children get to attend the 
School for Good and Evil. Though I certainly wrote many a letter to the 
School Master, begging him to make me an Ever,” said the guard, starting 
to defrost. 

“What kind of school did you go to?” Tedros prodded. 

“An ordinary one, Your Highness. The Foxwood Boys School for 
Conservative Education,” the guard answered. “No magic or wizardry or 
fingerglows for us. No princess or king will ever ask our names. Storian 
won’t write ’em in a storybook. Unless we stumble into one. My mate from 
school almost got his name in The Tale of Sophie and Agatha—served 
breakfast at his inn to the League of Thirteen before the war against the 
School Master. But most of us go on to be blacksmiths and bricklayers, far 
away from any real adventure. I was a lucky one. Kingdoms come to the 
schools looking for the toughest boys for their royal guards. Had to undergo 
a whole lot of tests to prove my loyalty to Good. In the end, Camelot and 
Foxwood both wanted me. Foxwood’s home, but I couldn’t turn down a 
chance to serve King Arthur’s kingdom.” 

His expression changed. “Foxwood’s been under attack by a band of 
trolls, though. Dad’s a footman for the king; troll set fire to his carriage and 
snapped his arm in two. Can’t work anymore, so I’ve been sending my 
wages home so he can feed my mum and sisters. No one knows who these 
trolls work for. Mum wrote, asking if Camelot was going to intervene. Lots 
of kingdoms asking the same question, she says.” He glanced hopefully at 
the young king. 

Tedros stood straighter. “I’m calling a summit.” 

The guard stared at him. “A summit?” 

“Get all our allies together and build an army,” Tedros said 
authoritatively. “That’s what kings do.” 

“Oh.” The hope went out of the guard’s eyes. “And here I grew up with 
legends that your dad stormed into battle bare-chested and slayed villains 
himself,” he said. “Made-up stories, I bet. He must have called summits too. 
Can’t always trust a pen to tell the truth, can you?” 

Tedros looked at him. But they were at the end of the stairway now. The 
guard pointed down a long dark hall. “Prison’s this way, Your Highness.” 

“PI go on my own,” said Tedros. 

“But I should take you—” 


“My meeting with the prisoners is a private one, guard,” said Tedros, 
eager to be alone again. “You may return to your post.” 

The guard hesitated. “Are you sur—” 

“Go,” said Tedros sharply. “Close the door behind you. That’s an order.” 

The guard didn’t flinch. “As you wish.” 

Tedros watched him go— 

“Guard?” 

The man turned. 

“What's your name?” Tedros asked. 

The guard looked surprised. “It’s Kei, Your Highness.” 

Tedros gazed right at him. “I promise to make your home safe again, 
Kei.” 

Kei smiled. “Ill tell my mum, Your Highness. Kings don’t often make 
promises they can’t keep.” 

Tedros watched him hustle back upstairs. He waited until he heard the 
echo of a heavy door closing and the thud of stone. 

Then the young king stepped off the staircase and moved into the hall, 
the glint of his crown fading into darkness. 


Tedros thought the advisors might be dead. 

Moving through the stale dungeon, he’d cast his gold fingerglow on 
empty cell after empty cell, seeing nothing but mold-speckled walls, 
desiccated roaches, and rows of thick iron bars. Rulers didn’t make a habit 
of trapping criminals inside the bowels of their own castles, but in most 
kingdoms, Good or Evil, town jails were overcrowded, unsecured, and rife 
with corruption. (Indeed, the one and only time the Sheriff of Nottingham 
caught Robin Hood, the rogue escaped the Sheriff’s prison.) Kings and 
queens had learned to house their most significant enemies under their own 
roofs. But as Tedros approached the last cell, he couldn’t hear a peep from 
the advisors, not a word or a breath or a snore. Had something happened to 

“Long live the So-Called King,” sang a low, smoky voice. 

“Long live the Cowardly Lion,” sang a high, jingly voice. 

“Long live the Worthless Son,” sang a hissy third. 

Tedros took a deep breath, pausing in front of the pitch-dark cell. 

Not dead after all. 


He lifted his glow, lighting up the inside. 

Three old women leered back at him, each an identical replica of the 
other. Bristly salt-and-pepper hair hung down to their waists, their stick-thin 
legs jutting out of tattered gray tunics. Their skin was shriveled and 
coppery, their necks and faces elongated with high foreheads, slim noses, 
match-thin lips, and almond-shaped eyes. Tedros thought they looked like 
pale versions of the mandrill monkeys that defiled his coronation. 

“A few more wrinkles since the last time you saw us,” said the low- 
voiced one. “Alpa, especially.” 

“If anyone’s lost their looks, it’s you, Bethna,” said the high-voiced one. 
“Besides, we didn’t see much of the young prince before he went off to 
school. Avoided us like poison once we became his father’s advisors. 
Omeida, especially.” 

“Maybe because I’m the prettiest,” said the hissy one. “Our little Tedros 
doesn’t like pretty girls. Just look at his princess. Got a good peek at her 
when she came to the castle.” 

“We all did,” said Bethna. 

“Before we were illegally jailed by that hideous knight,” Alpa scorned. 

“Proof Tedros is his mother’s son, at least,” rasped Omeida. “They share 
poor taste in mates.” 

The three hags cackled. 

Tedros kept his cool. He’d had experience with covens trying to rile him 
up. 

“Reason I avoided you when I was younger is because I didn’t trust 
you,” he said glacially. “For years, you’d been standing on stoops in 
Camelot’s square, preaching against my father. You called him Merlin’s 
puppet. You called my mother a two-faced tramp. You demanded Excalibur 
be returned to the stone and a new test held to find the ‘one true king.’ The 
king so strong and powerful he would reign forever. The king who would 
make Camelot great again.” Heat seared Tedros’ cheeks. “No one listened 
to you. Everyone knew Camelot was already great because of its king. 
Because of my father. No one thought of the three Mistral Sisters as 
anything other than demented, delusional freaks.” 

Bethna gripped the bars, gnashing uneven teeth. “Then why did your 
father bring us here?” 


“Because after my mother and Merlin left him, he became a paranoid 
drunk,” Tedros retorted. “He started to trust the Royal Rot. And you. He 
fired all his old counselors, thinking they were spies for my mother. And he 
brought you into his castle as his advisors because some of the things you’d 
preached on your stoop had come true. He began to think that you could 
help him become that one true king you’d spoken of. A king of infinite 
power who could live forever. But instead, you used him and his kingdom 
and watched both die. Well, now it’s my turn to watch you do the same.” 

Alpa exhaled, looking bored. “Just like his mother, isn’t he?” 

“Only sees what he wants to see,” said Bethna. 

“Never sees the whole picture,” said Omeida. 

“If only he’d listened more closely to our stoop talks,” said Alpa. 

“Like his father did,” said Bethna. 

“Then he wouldn’t be in this predicament, would he?” said Omeida. 

Tedros had enough. “I’ve seen the ledgers. The ‘Camelot Beautiful’ 
funds are a fraud. You took all our gold and hid it somewhere.” 

“Check our pockets,” Alpa quipped. 

“Give us a good frisk,” Bethna said. 

“Tee hee,” Omeida giggled. 

Tedros felt his ears smoldering. “If you don’t tell me where you hid it, 
PII—” 

“Shouldn’t you be asking Lady Gremlaine?” Alpa mused. “She’s the 
one up there while we’ve been down here minding our own business. Ask 
her.” 

“If you can find her,” said Bethna. 

Her sisters snickered. 

Tedros furrowed. They knew his steward had left the castle? How? 
She’d only been gone a few hours— 

Unless... 

Kei had said Lady Gremlaine had the only other key to the prison. Had 
she been secretly in cahoots with these three this whole time? Had she 
deliberately been stonewalling Tedros meeting them? It was such an 
obvious idea—the advisors were the ones who’d brought her back to the 
castle—yet he’d never considered it until now. Lady Gremlaine had been so 
loyal to Camelot these past six months. Had his mother been right to 





mistrust Lady Gremlaine all this time? He had to find out what happened 
between his mother and his steward when his father was alive... . 

“See that, Bethna? He’s thinking,” Alpa said. 

“Like a candle without a flame,” Bethna piped. 

“Should stick to what he’s good at,” Omeida chipped in. 

“What's that?” said Alpa quizzically. 

“Nothing,” said Omeida. 

The trio tittered. 

“Shut up,” Tedros barked. “You set up the Camelot Beautiful fund long 
before Lady Gremlaine returned to the castle. You gave the orders to hide 
Camelot’s money in that fund. And you know exactly where that money 
went.” 

“Indeed,” said Alpa, slouched against the bars, biting her blackened 
nails. “To an endeavor far beyond the comprehension of your puny pea 
brain.” 

Tedros grabbed her by the throat through the bars, his fingers pressing 
into her larynx. “Tell me or Pl! kill you.” 

“Touchy touchy,” Alpa wheezed. 

“Even that ugly knight behaved better,” sneered Bethna, sidling beside 
her. 

“Go ahead. Kill all of us,” said Omeida, flanking Alpa’s other side. “But 
it would be a very poor decision. Things are just beginning, little boy.” 

“At the Four Point, the real story begins,” said Alpa. 

“Four Point?” Tedros said urgently. “What about the Four Point—” 

“You ll need us when he comes,” said Bethna. 

“Who? Your White Knight?” Tedros mocked. “In six months, no one 
has tried to rescue you. No loyal spies have tried to kill me. No one has 
made a peep over your arrest. So tell me, Sisters Freaks, who is coming that 
will make me need you?” 

The sisters leaned in, grinning. “The Snake,” they hissed. 

It hit Tedros like a blow to the chest. He let go of Alpa’s throat, 
fumbling for words: “Y-y-you know who he is—” 

“Your father did too,” Alpa offered. 

“That's why he gave you your test,” said Bethna. 

“A test you failed,” Omeida cracked. 

They hewed together, like a three-headed serpent. 


“War is coming, little boy,” Alpa crowed. 

“War between the Lion and the Snake,” said Bethna. 

“The winner will be the one true king,” Omeida added. 

They jammed their faces between bars: “The one with Arthur 5 blood.” 

Tedros felt nauseous, his heart sucked into his throat. It was what the 
Lady ofthe Lake had told Sophie. The same two words. 

“I don’t believe you,” he said, faking calm. “No one has Arthur’s blood 
besides me.” 

“The Snake does,” Alpa corrected. 

“You're lying,” Tedros attacked. 

Bethna yawned. “Only a half-wit confuses lying with the withholding of 
information.” 

“Tell me, then,” Tedros pressured. “Tell me who the Snake is.” 

“Tell you where the money is. Tell you who the Snake 1s. Tell tell tell 
tell,” Alpa mimicked. 

“Besides, it’s obvious,” Bethna taunted. 

“Staring at you right in the face,” said Alpa. 

“Only you don’t want to see it,” said Omeida. 

“Should we spoonfeed the poor boy?” Bethna simpered to her sisters. 

“Only if he feeds us better food,” Alpa proposed, picking up a brass cup 
of murky water off a rusty tray in the corner of the cell. She shunted the tray 
towards Tedros under the cell door. It had a bowl of gruel crawling with 
ants. 

“Done,” said Tedros. 

“Ham and mashed potatoes?” said Alpa, wide-eyed. 

“Done.” 

“Chicken livers and wine?” said Bethna, hopefully. 

“Done.” 

“Caviar and rampion salad?” said Omeida, breathless. 

“Done, done, done. You have my word,” Tedros hurried, his face 
glowing red. “Tell me who the Snake is. Now.” 

“Tell him, Alpa,” Bethna sighed. 

Alpa sipped her water, eyes on Tedros. Then she stalked towards him, 
step by step. “Should have just asked your mousy old mum. She knows 
everything no matter how dumb she plays,” she crooned, glaring hard. “But 


a deal is a deal, little boy. You want to know who has Arthur’s blood? Then 
listen closely. ...” 

She slipped her face through the cell bars, her nose almost touching his. 
“The Snake’s name is...” 

She splashed her dirty water in his face. “Ring a king a bees will sting 
so dance a timba tumba!” 

Her sisters screeched laughter. 

“Fools,” Tedros spat, wiping his face. “You’re as crackbrained as you 
were when you were raving on your stoops for coins. Let’s see how you do 
with no food for a week!” He kicked the tray back under the bars, sending 
bowl and gruel flying and the women cowering. Vibrating with anger, 
Tedros turned for the stairs. “No one in this world has my father’s blood but 
me. You hear me? No one! No uncle or brother or sister—” 

“Or son?” 

Tedros stopped dead in his tracks. He whirled back towards the cell, 
staring into its dark, empty silence. 

“What did you say?” he breathed. 

He lit up the cell with his glow, but the sisters had flattened against 
opposing walls with catlike smiles. 

“What did you say!” he shouted. 

“Bush banana poo the panda!” sang Alpa. 

The three Mistrals danced like hags around a cauldron. “Bush banana 
poo the panda!” 

Tedros slammed the bars, yanking at the door, trying to get inside. 
“WHAT DID YOU SAY!” 

But the three sisters just hopped and sniggered as Tedros ripped at their 
door the way he had his father’s sword until at last he showed his teeth 
through the bars— 

“I'm going to kill the Snake,” he vowed. “And then I’m going to kill 
you.” 

He raged down the hall and up the stairs. Breathing fire, Tedros threw 
his weight against the stone door— 

It didn’t move. 

“Kei!” 

He wasn’t waiting to build an army. He wasn’t waiting for summits or 
wizards to be a king. He wasn’t waiting for anything anymore. He’d ride to 


the Four Point right now and find this Snake. 

Blood pumping, Tedros pummeled the door, drowning out the cackles 
from the dungeons below. 

Tonight the Lion would roar. 


SOPHIE 
The Map Room 


Sophie should have been thinking about the Snake. 

The Snake that had Arthur’s blood. The Snake that had terrorized the 
Woods. The Snake that had killed their friend and would kill them next. 

And yet, she couldn’t stop thinking about hydrangeas. 

“The whole castle’s crawling with them,” she whispered to Agatha, 
nodding at the thousands of pom-pom-shaped flowers in pink, purple, and 
yellow blanketing every inch of Castle Jolie. “I loathe hydrangeas, Aggie. 
They look like human brains. Just being around them makes me faint—” 





“Shhh!” Agatha snapped, then kept on whispering to Nicola. 

Sophie stewed as the chain gang pulled her along, deeper into the royal 
castle, the young pirate named Thiago with the tattoos around his eyes 
leading them on foot. The other pirates had remained outside the castle on 
their horses, sneering down at the crew as they shambled through the open 
doors like dead men walking to the gallows. Sophie watched the boys 
deliver each kid a demeaning kick in the bum—Hester, Anadil, Dot, Hort, 
Bogden, Willam. . . . But when it came Sophie’s turn, sunburnt Wesley 
simply smirked and gave her a frightening little hisssss. 

Which made it all the more foolish that with the Snake moments away, 
Sophie was offended by flowers. But it wasn’t really the hydrangeas that 
were bothering her, though she did hate everything about this castle: its 
birthday-cake colors, its cloying, candy-cane scent, its treacly portraits of 


the royal children frolicking with dogs, and its endless loop of music, 
playing Jaunt Jolie’s annoyingly catchy anthem through flowered walls 
(“Tipple Top, Joy and Jaunt / Come and Be Jolie!”). No, the real reason 
Sophie was annoyed was because she’d just saved everyone’s noses in the 
pavilion with her brave performance and no one seemed to care—especially 
Agatha and Nicola, who kept whispering to each other like Flopsy and 
Mopsy. 

Sophie couldn’t fault Agatha for having another friend. Aggie was 
perfectly free to consort with whoever she pleased, including a first-year 
Reader with a bad attitude. 

So why, then, did Sophie feel so upset? 

She’d been so distracted by her reunion with Agatha and all the action 
of their new quest that she hadn’t noticed a creeping emptiness returning— 
the same emptiness that had made her impatient with her students at school, 
increasingly bored with her Dean’s duties, and eager to comb Camelot’s 
tabloids for sordid rumors about its new king. 

And yet, Sophie hadn’t been able to put a finger on why she felt this 
way. 

She was happy being Dean, wasn’t she? That was the Ever After she’d 
worked so hard to find and at the end of this quest she’d go right back to it, 
just like Agatha would go back to a wedding and a crown. Yet unlike 
Agatha, Sophie would have no one by her side . . . well, at least not the way 
that Agatha had Tedros. 

But that was fine with her. Truly. She might flirt with delectable 
Everboys at parties and ogle a few of her own sultry Neverboys during 
school assemblies, but she’d learned her lesson with Tedros and Rafal. No 
boy could ever really understand her. She was too strong and empowered 
and . . . complicated. Boys always wanted her to change and she didn’t want 
to change. Not when she’d finally figured herself out. She’d be far better off 
staying out of that swamp for a long, long time. 

No, the only person Sophie needed was Agatha. Agatha understood her. 
Agatha balanced her. Agatha didn’t expect her to change. Which is why 
Sophie had been so happy these past few days with her best friend back in 
her life. But seeing Agatha confide in this Nicola girl the way Agatha had 
once confided in her made Sophie realize how fragile this happiness was. 


It was ironic, really. Agatha would have been happy living in Gavaldon 
forever with Sophie. But it was Sophie who had been determined to leave 
and find her own life. 

Now it was Agatha who had her own life. 

A life that didn’t depend on Sophie anymore. 

She heard Nicola whisper her name and Sophie promptly goosed 
Agatha with her knee: “Are you two talking about me?” 

Agatha scowled. “We’re talking about our plan to fight the Snake!” 

“So now I’m not good enough to help you plan?” 

“PII tell you the plan if you're quiet,” Nicola said. 

“See how she talks to me?” Sophie mewled to Agatha. 

“Because you’re acting like a mopstick,” Agatha scolded. 

“You ungrateful Brutus. Not one word about how clever I was out there 
defusing those vile men, not one word of appreciation—” 

“Sorry, we’ve been busy planning how not to die—” 

“I remember when instead of gossiping about me with first years, it was 
me and you who made plans!” 

“You are the plan, you idiot!” 

“What?” Sophie blurted loudly. 

The chain yanked to a halt. Slowly the two girls looked up to see Thiago 
glaring daggers at them from the head of the line. 

Dark silence fell over the hall, punctured by gay sounds of singing: 
“Tipple Top, Joy and Jaunt—” 

The pirate stabbed his sword into a flowered wall and the music 
squawked and petered out. He gave the girls a last glower of warning and 
the death march resumed. 

Agatha and Nicola stared Sophie down. 

Sophie reddened. If she was indeed the team’s plan to fight the Snake, 
now she’d have to do it without knowing what the plan was. 

Steeling herself, she followed the line into the Royal Keep, the king and 
queen’s private residence, as evidenced by the preponderance of children’s 
bedrooms, cozy sitting rooms, and opulent bathrooms. Sophie peeked in, 
unnerved by an unmade bed, an open wine bottle in one of the sitting 
rooms, a wooden toothbrush askew by the sink. Signs of life but no one 
living there. 

At the front of the line, Hester coughed in surprise, snagging the chain. 





Sophie followed her eyes, as did everyone else— 

The library was coming into view, a two-floor yellow-and-pink rotunda 
cased in glass. Inside the library, three giant steel cages hung from the high 
ceiling, each packed to the brim with maids, guards, stewards, and members 
of the royal family. Two shirtless teen pirates, one thın and dark, the other 
hoggish with pig-colored skin, were perched on the railing of the second 
floor. They took turns kicking the cages as hard as they could and watched 
them swing back and forth, tossing all the people inside like marbles while 
they screamed and cried, though Sophie couldn’t hear any of it through the 
thick glass. 

The pirates looked bored. 

As one of them punted a cage, Sophie saw the King of Jaunt Jolie 
tumbling inside it, his royal robes slashed and stained, his crown-points 
speared with rotted fruit, as he tried to grip onto two bawling boys—the 
same little boys Sophie had seen playing with the dog in the foyer painting. 
(The dog was cowering beneath a woman’s blue gown in another cage, 
anticipating the next kick.) 

The line pulled Sophie forward and the library started to recede from 
view. Through the glass she met the eyes of the king, who spotted her as his 
cage stopped swinging. His eyes watered as he clasped his hands, appealing 
to her for help, his tear-stained boys tucked at his sides. Sophie could only 
gawk back like a tourist in a sadistic museum being pulled to the next 
display. 

This mans wife has been killed for satchels of gold, she thought, sickly. 
Were these his boys? Sophie felt her own eyes grow wet. His now- 
motherless boys? Sophie thought of Honora’s two young sons, just like 
these, who her father, Stefan, loved so much— 

Agatha elbowed her and Sophie saw her best friend nodding subtly at 
the next cage about to be kicked. The one with the dog cowering beneath 
the woman in the blue gown. Only now Sophie got a good look at the 
woman’s petrified face and gasped. It was the same face they’d seen on that 
poster in the pavilion. 

The one stamped EXECUTED. 

The Queen of Jaunt Jolie was alive? 

Astonished, Sophie and Agatha watched the queen try valiantly to reach 
through her cage bars and touch her children and husband as their cage 


swung past— 

The chain jerked Sophie and Agatha forward and the library was out of 
sight. 

Dragged ahead, Sophie thought back to the Lady of the Lake, who’d 
looked just as tortured as the Queen of Jaunt Jolie. The Snake could have 
killed the sorceress in Avalon, but instead he’d drained her magic and left 
her feckless and afraid. He could have killed this queen too, but instead he 
peddled news of her death. And he could have left Avalon without a trace, 
but instead he’d left that map in Chaddick’s hands to taunt them... . 

Hes always one step ahead. Like Evelyn Sader and Rafal used to be, 
Sophie thought. And this one plays games too. Just like them. 

An unsettling thought crossed her mind. But why? If he has Arthur s 
blood . . . if he thinks he can pull Excalibur . .. why play games? 

Sophie held her breath. Was it really Camelots crown the Snake was 
after? Or was he after something else? Something . . . more? 

The line halted in front of her and Sophie broke from her trance to see 
golden double doors at the end of the hall. 

They opened magically, revealing a room Sophie couldn’t quite make 
out from this far back in line. 

Suddenly her cuffs split open. So did Agatha’s, and the piece of chain 
between them levitated into the air, turning black and shiny like an eel 
before it flew off into the room, vanishing from view. 

“You two,” Thiago said, pointing a grubby fingernail at them. “Come 
here.” 

Sophie and Agatha clasped each other’s hands. 

The tattooed pirate gestured ahead with his sword, directing the two 
girls through the gold doors. Holding hands tighter, Sophie and Agatha 
stepped out of line and entered the room. They looked back at the pirate and 
the rest of their friends still chained in the hall, gaping through the doorway. 

“He’s waiting,” Thiago said darkly. 

Agatha swiveled to Nicola, eyes wide— 

The door slammed shut, leaving Sophie and Agatha inside alone. 

Neither girl moved. 

“All that planning with your new friend ... ,” said Sophie softly. “And 
here we are. You and me. Like always.” 

Agatha didn’t answer. 


They peered around warily, expecting a trap. 

“No one’s here,” Agatha said, letting Sophie’s hand go. 

The first thing Sophie noticed about the room is that it was enormous— 
as vast and high as one of the ballrooms in the School for Good and Evil, 
lined with tall pillars. There were no doors, no windows, and no furniture, 
except for a long black stone table at the rear of the room. 

The second thing Sophie noticed was that the room was green. Whereas 
most of Jaunt Jolie featured Easter-egg hues, here the carpet, pillars, and 
walls were a deep, luminous emerald, textured with shiny, snakelike scales. 
The torches on the walls crackled with green flames. Sophie knew this color 
well: it was the color of her own eyes as well as the color of Rafal’s old 
school that had sought to turn her Good classmates Evil. But here it felt out 
of place, as if they’d passed through a portal into another realm. 

There was something that wasnt green, though, Sophie realized, 
looking upwards. 

Six parchment maps floated in rows above the center of the room, each 
as big as a flag. 

“It’s a Map Room,” said Agatha, moving towards them. 

“A what?” said Sophie. 

“Tedros showed me Camelot’s on our first night in the castle. It was 
where his father used to meet with his Round Table. It had floating maps of 
neighboring kingdoms just like this. Tedros couldn’t wait to hold meetings 
there with his knights . . . but he never got the chance.” 

Sophie saw sadness in her friend’s eyes, but there was no time for that 
now. “Do you recognize any of the maps, at least? I don’t see labels on 
them,” she said, gripping one by its corner and holding it while it tried to 
sail off like a balloon. “This one looks like Avalon. See, here’s the sea 
around the kingdom and the big gates and the lake—” 

Her throat closed up. “Aggie. ” 

The map had a three-dimensional toy figurine positioned on top of the 
lake. The same exact figurine they’d seen on her and Professor Dovey’s 
enchanted maps. 

The figurine was labeled CHADDICK, his name crossed out. 

Stomach fluttering, Sophie let go of the map and rushed to catch hold of 
the next. More figurines inched across black, rocky terrain: RAVAN . . . 
ARACHNE...DRAX.... Agatha grabbed on to a map with clear-colored 


mountains: KIKO... GISELLE... HIRO... Another with purple hills had 
VEX... BRONE... MONA... 

“They’re our Quest Maps,” said Sophie, instinctively touching the gold 
vial on her neck to make sure it was still there. 

“No wonder he knows our names and faces and could see us coming. 
No wonder the quests are going badly,” Agatha said breathlessly, watching 
KIKO’s figurine inch across the map. “Sophie, he can track all our moves! 
That’s how he sent thugs to every kingdom and sabotaged their quests!” 

“But I thought Kiko’s and Vex’s teams were missing!” said Sophie. 

“Not missing. Just not responding to Dovey’s messages,” said Agatha, 
glancing between maps. “But why do all the teams seem to be moving in 
the same direction?” 

Sophie jumped up and snagged the next map, spotting a peanut-shaped 
shoreline, a pavilion on a hill, and a pastel-colored castle. “Here’s Jaunt 
Jolie,” she said, spotting figurines labeled SOPHIE and AGATHA against 
the castle, while HESTER, ANADIL, DOT, BOGDEN, NICOLA, and 
HORT were moving out the back of the castle in a single-file line through 
what looked like the royal gardens. 

“The pirates are taking them somewhere,” Sophie said. 

Her eyes flared. On the opposite side of the castle, far from the pirates 
and the captive crew, she saw three more blue-labeled names on the map 
lurking in a forest: BEATRIX ... REENA . . . MILLICENT ... 

“Sophie,” Agatha choked. 

Sophie spun around. 

Agatha was holding on to the maps with KIKO’s and VEX’s teams, one 
with each hand, both threatening to tug her off the ground. Gritting her 
teeth, she muscled them like puzzle pieces next to the one Sophie was 
holding. 

“Look at where they’re going,” said Agatha. 

For a moment, Sophie didn’t understand. Then she saw it. The missing 
quest teams were each headed towards a corner of their maps. So was 
RAVAN’s team. So was the crew of the /graine. 

Four teams. 

Four corners. 

All meeting at the same point, a short distance from where SOPHIE’s 
and AGATHA’s figurines stood now. 


“The Four Point,” said Agatha. “They’re all going to the Four Point.” 
She looked at Sophie. “Which means the Snake’s thugs didn’t just sabotage 
their quests. They must have kidnapped them too. That’s why they aren’t 
responding to Dovey. Because all of them are in the Snake’s hands.” 

The two girls slowly raised their eyes to the only map left, floating over 
their heads. 

TEDROS, alone in Camelot. 

Agatha stiffened. 

“We don’t even know if these maps are real,” Sophie argued quickly. 
“Dovey said only the Storian can make a Quest Map. How can the Snake 
have the Storian’s maps? This could be more hocus-pocus to scare us, just 
like he lied about killing the queen—” 

But Agatha wasn’t paying attention anymore. “Listen,” she said. 

A soft scratching sound filled the room, like a cat clawing at a window. 

It was coming from the black stone table against the back wall. 

The two girls approached, their shoes padding on the green carpet. ... 

A gold-covered book lay open on the table. Hovering above, a magical 
pen drew on a blank page: a painting of the two girls as they were right 
now, gazing at a black pen drawing in a storybook. 

The book on the table looked just like the one in the School Master’s 
tower that held their new fairy tale. And the pen floating over it drew in the 
same bold colors and clean lines as the Storian. 

Only this pen didn’t /ook like the Storian, Sophie thought, peering 
closer. It was black, for one thing, not silver. And it wasn’t steel like the 
Storian; it was flexible and eel-like, as if made out of sticky black goo, 
contorting with every stroke. It looked a lot like the piece of chain that had 
magically released her and Agatha before it flew into this room. Plus, the 
pen didn’t have those strange symbols carved into its side either. Instead, it 
seemed to be covered in... scales. 

Beneath the painting of the two girls, it wrote a caption: 

“One of them would die today. But which one?” 

Sophie saw the horror in Agatha’s face. 

“It's lying, Aggie. It’s not the real story. It’s not the Storian—” 

But Agatha was dead white, her eyes darting around the room. “This is 
how it happened before.” 

“What?” 


“He wanted us to find this, Sophie. . . . Just like we did then .. .” 

“You’re not making any sense—” 

“This is how we met the School Master. We found the pen and book on 
the table. The pen was drawing a picture of us that looked exactly like this 
one. Sophie, don’t you remember?” Agatha backed away from the 
storybook. “We were alone in a strange room just like this. We were 
standing just like this. The Storian began our fairy tale in front of our eyes 
and then we heard the School Master say behind us—” 

“Tt must suspect a good ending,” a voice echoed. 

The two girls froze. 

The voice came from behind them. 
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AGATHA 
The Pen That Writes the Truth 


Agatha gripped Sophie’s palm. 

The voice was low and crisp. 

Definitely a man’s. 

Holding tight, the two girls turned. 

At first Agatha couldn’t see anyone, the Map Room as quiet and 
deserted as when they came in. 

Then she saw him. 





He was camouflaged into a pillar, hanging upside down, his body 
covered in the same shiny green scales as the rest of the room. His pose was 
like a lizard’s: legs in a crouch, his torso flat against the column, with one 
hand outstretched and cupping the stone. Agatha could only make him out 
because of the whites of his unblinking eyes, glaring right at her, ice blue at 
the center. 


Sophie squeezed Agatha harder. 

Agatha knew why. 

Rafal had those eyes. 

He slithered down the column, his scales undulating along green stone 
like a snake through grass, his eyes never leaving the girls. As his hands 
touched the floor and he rose to stand, the scales on his body magically 
turned black, becoming snug black armor from neck to toe. He had Rafal’s 
long and lean body, like a teenager’s rather than a man’s, muscles throbbing 
against his supple, skintight suit. His face, however, stayed green, his 
features obscured by the smooth, thick scales that shrouded his face like the 
School Master’s mask. 

As Agatha watched him come closer, her heart jumped. 

The scales on his face and body were moving. 

They rippled in gooey, wave-like ribbons that looked strangely similar 
to the pen writing in the storybook on the table. Only now there were 
hundreds of these scaly strips, like a mass of eels, crisscrossing up and 
down, right and left, as if his body was made out of them. 

From the way Sophie was crushing Agatha’s hand, it was clear she was 
seeing this too. 

“Rafal?” Sophie whispered. 

He circled them quietly, his well-built chest rising and falling with his 
breath, his scales gleaming in the green torchlight, until he spoke again. 

“Once upon a time, two girls wanted to find their way home. That was 
how your fairy tale began. All along, the pen sensed a good ending. Why 
else would it choose two Readers to become legends?” His blue eyes 
sparkled through his mask. “And what an ending it was. One girl becomes 
Good’s next queen. The other becomes Evil’s future. And the boy they each 
loved becomes Camelot’s Lion.” 

He sounds like Rafal too, Agatha thought. But how? The School Master 
was dead, his corpse shattered to ash by Tedros’ sword— 

Her muscles locked. Unless the sword being stuck in the stone reversed 
the spell .. . Unless Tedros failing his test brought Rafal back... Can a 
sword do that? 

“But that’s not how your story ends,” he said, his tone sharpening. He 
looked at Sophie. “You’re not Evil’s future.” He looked at Agatha. “You’re 


not Good’s next queen.” He looked up at the map with TEDROS’ name. “And 
he’s not Camelot’s Lion.” 

He continued to circle. “You won’t believe me, of course. Because you 
trust the Storian. The pen that gave you a happy ending. The pen you think 
tells the truth.” 

His shoulder grazed Agatha’s arm and she felt the eels on his body 
squiggle across her skin. She swallowed a scream. 

“But just as there are two sides with Good and Evil, with Boys and 
Girls, with Old and New .. . there are also two sides to the Truth. And until 
now, there’s only been one pen. A pen that says / am the Snake come into 
the Woods; / am the Snake here to take down the Lion . . . and you are the 
ones here to stop me.” 

He approached the black pen dangling over its painting of the girls. 

“But what if there was a new pen? A pen that told a different truth?” 

The storybook rose into the air, tilting towards Agatha and Sophie. It 
began to flip backwards through pages, the captions beneath the paintings 
lit up in green glow. 

Agatha’s heart fluttered as she saw a painting of Tedros, safe and sound, 
gathered with Merlin, Professor Dovey, Lancelot, and Guinevere at a dining 
table. But then she saw the caption— 


Back at Camelot, the Snake plotted with his henchmen to keep his 
throne. 


“The Snake?” Agatha blurted. “Tedros?” 

“Henchmen?” Sophie said. 

But the book had flipped back to a painting of Agatha and Sophie 
dragged through the pirates’ pavilion on a chain— 


The two girls were led towards the castle to meet the Lion. 


“You’re not the Lion—” Agatha fought. 
Only there were more paintings of Tedros and more captions— 


The Snake tried again and again to pull King Arthur 5 sword, failing 
every time.... 


The Snake stood by and did nothing as kingdoms in the Woods 
appealed for his help... . 


The Snake was a coward, so he let his princess take over his quest. . . . 


But now the book returned to the very first page of its fairy tale. The 
painting of Chaddick dead on Avalon’s shore, precisely matching the image 
the Storian had drawn in its book. 

Except the caption was different— 


Once upon a time, a Lion made its way into the Woods. Its plan was 
simple: take down the Snake. 


The book snapped closed with a thundercrack, jolting the two girls, 
before it plopped onto the table. 

“It's lies,” Agatha spat. “All of it. That's the side you're on. Truth 
versus Lies. That’s what this story is about. And you're the liar. Look at 
you! You’re the Snake—” 

“You of all people should know better than to judge by looks,” said the 
Snake. “But if you listened closely, I’ve already told you how this story will 
end. With your fairy tale shattered and the real story laid bare. With 
everything you thought true turned untrue.” 

“But Tedros is the Lion! You’re the villain here,” Agatha retorted. “You 
have the whole story backwards—” 

“Says your pen. Mine says differently,” the Snake spoke calmly, using 
his finger like a wand and lifting the scaly black pen into the air over the 
stone table. Silvery smoke trailed out of its tip, playing out scenes in front 
of the girls. “Your pen says Cinderella is about a kind girl rescued from her 
wicked family; my pen says Cinderella is about a clever dowager trying to 
save her daughters from poverty, only to see an intruder steal the life she 
planned for them. Your pen says Peter Pan is about a hero who saves his 
friends from a lethal pirate; my pen says Peter Pan is about a brave, hook- 
handed captain who defends himself against the children who mutilated 
him. Your pen says Rapunzel is about a fair maiden seeking to escape her 
cruel mother; my pen says Rapunzel is about a witch promised a child as 


repayment for a crime, only to see a man violate the terms of 
agreement... .” 

The ghostly smoke curled into the silhouette of a silver mask, blue eyes 
blinking beneath. 

“And while your pen says The Tale of Sophie and Agatha 1s about two 
girls battling an Evil School Master...” 

The pen’s phantom mask turned green— 

“My pen says it’s about a young man’s soul traveling through 
generations, who finally found True Love with a girl... only to learn it was 
a Lie.” 

The smoke dissipated, revealing the green-masked man behind it, his 
gaze on Sophie. 

“T-1-1t’s not possible,” Sophie sputtered. “You can’t be back—” 

But from the way Agatha saw her looking at him, Sophie seemed to 
have no doubt he was. 

“It all comes down to this. Your pen thinks I’m the Snake. My pen 
thinks I’m the Lion. So which pen is right?” he asked. “Yours that writes 
Lies?” He glared at the two girls, his black, scaly pen spinning over his 
black, scaly hand. ... 

“Or mine that writes the Truth?” 

Instantly all the scales of his body broke apart into a thousand eels, 
lifting off him like puzzle pieces and suspending in midair, so that for a 
moment his head was separated from this fractured body. The slimy eels 
squirmed as they floated, with no visible heads or tails, each one identical to 
the Snake’s pen, which now hovered right above where his heart should be. 
But most startling of all were their squeals, high-pitched and knifing like 
the sound of amplified rats, growing louder and louder until Agatha and 
Sophie both cowered, shielding their ears— 

In a flash, the eels went quiet and flew back into formation, rebuilding 
his shiny black suit. 

The pen had become part of him. 

The Snake loomed over the girls. “We’ll see which is right in The End, 
won’t we?” 

From the way his eyes shimmered, Agatha knew he was smiling. 

She could see Sophie’s face change: there was something here Sophie 
didn’t recognize . . . something that didn’t match up with her once-Evil 


prince. .... 

“Who are you?” Sophie breathed. 

Agatha felt it too. The School Master had been Good’s greatest nemesis. 
But the School Master believed in the Storian. The School Master believed 
in its Truth. Or at least the same Truth they did. This Snake saw Lies as the 
Truth and Truth as Lies. For a second, Agatha was back at school, trying to 
reconcile two sides that once seemed so clear and were now blurring into 
one.... 

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw the open book, lying on the table, 
the painting of her and Sophie lit by green torchlight— 


One of them would die today. But which one? 


More Lies? 

Or was it the Truth? 

Danger shot up Agatha’s spine. 

Get out of this room. 

Get out of this room now. 

But how? She could feel a word flitting through her mind like a fly, 
trying to get her attention. She caught it— 

Plan. 

“And yet you wear a mask,” Agatha challenged. “For one who speaks 
the ‘Truth,’ hiding your identity is rather suspicious. Unless, of course, your 
face is so terrible you want no one to see it.” 

“T’m afraid that’s you,” the Snake threw back. “The girl who wears the 
mask of a queen.” 

Agatha didn’t flinch, sticking to Nicola’s plan. ““We can understand why 
you’d hide your face, of course. The Lady of the Lake showed it to Sophie. 
The lake waters are magic. Preserved your reflection. Sophie saw it. Said 
you’re the ugliest man she’s ever seen—” 

The Snake’s eyes flicked to Sophie. 

Sophie gawked at Agatha, as if she might be betraying her to save her 
own skin. But then Sophie saw her friend’s expression. Just like that, 
Sophie understood. 

“Agatha’s right,” Sophie confirmed, pivoting to the Snake. “The Lady 
of the Lake said that’s why you forced her to kiss you. That’s why you 


drained her of magic and left her a hag. Because you like to punish 
beautiful girls who don’t want to be with you—” 

“Lies,” the Snake hissed. 

“No more Lies than your Truths,” said Agatha. 

“Which means there’s only one way to prove the real Truth,” Sophie 
egged on. “Show us your face. Show us what you showed her.” 

He took this in, staring at her, and then began to circle, closer than 
before. Agatha could see his chiseled muscles cutting against the thin scales 
of his suit. She could smell him now: a cool, minty scent she hadn’t 
expected, like a forest after a snowstorm. She could see Sophie stiffen 
slightly, smelling it too. Because he didn’t smell like Rafal did. He smelled 
more like... Tedros. 

“Your friend Chaddick thought he knew things about me,” said the 
Snake, passing behind them. “Girls at school must have enjoyed him. Such 
lovely thick hair and big gray eyes. And not just handsome, but sharp too. 
Sharper than you two and your boyfriend at least. He put together all the 
clues. He found the answers that are lying right under your nose ... Such a 
pity. If only he’d just gone back to his king and told him what he’d found. If 
only he hadn’t tried to be a hero. But he thought he had a way to trap me. 
He thought he had the perfect plan. .. .” The Snake curved past Agatha’s 
shoulder and moved in front of the girls. “The last thing he saw as he died 
on the shore was the sorceress supposed to protect him kissing the one 
who’d killed him. And the last thing he heard was her telling me how 
beautiful I am, just like a king named Arthur who once had my blood.” He 
glowered at Sophie. “That's what became of dear Chaddick’s plan.” 

Agatha could see Sophie’s eyes dart to her. Rafal’s ego could be stoked, 
his attentions diverted. But this Snake was onto them. And their plan. 

“At least Chaddick wasn’t a coward,” Agatha intervened, quickly 
changing tactics. “If it’s true you have King Arthur’s blood, then show us 
your face. Otherwise it’s just another Lie—” 

Eels shot off the Snake’s body like ropes, shackling Agatha to a pillar. 
Before Agatha could scream, a last eel gagged her, sticky scales twisting 
against her tongue. 

Sophie paled in horror, her whole body shaking. 

“Sweet things, aren’t they?” the Snake said, caressing the eel in 
Agatha’s mouth. “My little scims.” 


The Snake skulked towards her. Sophie retreated until her back flattened 
against the column next to Agatha, who flailed under the scims. 

“I see why boys love you, Sophie,” he cooed, trapping her against the 
pillar. “I see why so many want you as their own. Everything about you 
is... sumptuous.” 

He stroked her cheek, scales against skin. Sophie shivered, breath 
shallowing. Agatha could feel Sophie”s hand move along the stone, trying 
to find hers. 

“That was Rafal’s weakness, wasn’t it?” the Snake said, curling closer. 
“Kissing beautiful girls.” 

Sophie’s clammy palm found Agatha’s beneath her binds. Agatha held it 
tight, while trying to break free— 

“And I too had the same weakness for someone in your story. Someone 
I called a friend,” the Snake said to Sophie, pressing against her. “Someone 
kinder than me ... Someone gentler than me... Someone who never went 
quite far enough.” He gazed into Sophie”s scared eyes. “Do you know who 
it was?” 

Sophie choked out a word: “Me?” 

The Snake laughed. “No, not you.” 

His long tongue licked at her lips. . . . 


“Aric.” 
Agatha gasped, thrashing wildly against her binds. But two scims 
blindfolded her, lashing across her eyes. . . . Another squeezed her throat so 


hard she started to black out... . 

She heard scims shriek with bloodcurdling madness, then Sophie 
screaming like she’d never screamed before. 

Something ripped Sophie’s hand from hers. 

Agatha lunged blindly to find it— 

Darkness pulled her under like a sheet. 


es 19 as 
HORT 


Four Point 


A scream tore through the royal garden. 
“Sophie,” Hort choked, taking off towards the castle, barechested and 
bellowing 
But he’d forgotten he had six prisoners cuffed to him and they all went 
tumbling down into brilliant flowers, Hort included, like friends playing 
Ring Around the Rosie. 








Nicola groaned, gashed badly by a pink rosebush, thorns still stuck in 
her skin. She looked to Hort for help, but he was up and running again, 
trying to pull the other bodies towards the castle. “The Snake has her! 
Sophie needs me—” 

A force held him back, keeping him running in place, slipping and 
sliding on flower petals. 

Furious, he swung around to see Thiago stepping on the chain while 
sunburnt Wesley puffed on a cigar beside him. 

“Thought the Snake killed "em already,” Wesley groused. 


“Took the two girls. Rest comin’ to the Four Point,” said Thiago, 
studying Hort with his tattooed eyes. 

“Four Point?” Wesley raised his brows. “Should be quite a show, then.” 

The pirates snickered before they each curled the chain around their 
boots and yanked it, sending the kids swinging to their feet and stumbling 
forward. 

As they trudged through the hot, humid gardens, Hort kept peeping back 
at the castle. 

“Hey, why does that pirate keep giving you strange looks?” Dot 
whispered in front of him. 

Hort looked up and saw Thiago eyeing him again as he muttered 
something to Wesley. 

Hort tried to keep his face in shadow. 

“You know him, don’t you?” Dot said. 

“Shhh,” Hort whispered. “He’s Smee’s son. I recognize him from a 
Pirate Parley that Dad took me to in Neverland.” 

“Smee? Captain Hook’s henchman? You’re friends with his son?” Dot 
retorted. “Then why are we chained up here like dogs—” 

“Because I killed Smee, you fool.” 

Dot stared at him. 

“Last year during the war against Rafal,” Hort whispered. “Granted it 
was Smee’s zombie, but even so. If he recognizes me, we’re dead meat. 
Luckily Thiago hasn’t seen me for a few years and I’ve buffed up and 
changed my hair, but not enough that he won’t figure it out if we don’t stop 
talking about it.” 

Hort looked back anxiously at the castle again— 

“Hort, sweetie. We’re well aware the Snake has Sophie,” Dot simpered. 
“We all heard the scream and we’re scared for her. Well, not really her, 
since she’s horrible, but Agatha at least, since she’s the only one who can 
command our ship and get us out of here. Meanwhile, we’ve been taken 
captive by pirates, are being marched to our doom, and this chain not only 
won’t turn into chocolate, but I’m also pretty sure we saw a piece of it turn 
into an eel back there and fly away. So if I were you, Pd stop worrying 
about rescuing Sophie and use those lovely buffed-up muscles of yours to 
rescue us.” 


“I thought weasel and Sophie were old news,” said Anadil in front of 
Dot. 

“Left ‘new news’ crying with thorns in her bum,” said Hester in front of 
her. 

Hort glanced back at Nicola, who averted her eyes. Hort sighed 
gloomily. Here he thought he’d moved on to a girl who was smart and 
pretty and normal, a girl who actually liked him for his weird, scuzzy self, 
and then when it came time to show her he liked her too... 

He’d picked You-Know-Who instead. 


Again. 
He forced himself to think of other things, like why they were heading 
to the Four Point . . . or how that piece of chain had turned into a flying 


eel... or where Beatrix’s quest team was... . 

But Sophie’s wail still echoed in his head. 

Is the Snake torturing her? 

Will I ever see her again? 

Is she... dead? 

He whirled around, but the castle was obscured by colorful groves, 
which seemed to have sprouted up around him. He squinted over lilac 
hedges— 

“Would she rescue you?” Dot asked, staring at him again. 

Hort frowned. “Um, I don’t think that matters—” 

“Would Nicola rescue you?” Dot asked. 

Hort blinked. 

“It does matter, then,” said Dot, archly. 

She turned back around. 

Hort's eyes widened as a tree sprinkled white petals on his hair like 
wedding rice. /t 5 that simple, isn t it? If he stopped being an idiot, he could 
have a girlfriend right now. A real girlfriend kinder than Sophie and more 
attentive and definitely less psycho . . . a girlfriend he could take to 
Halloween haunts and go swimming in the school pool with and dance with 
at No-Balls and collect fresh beetles to lay on his dad’s grave every 
Sunday... 

“Wait, the Four Point is Camelot’ land,” he whispered to Dot suddenly. 
“Isn't that what the beaver said? There’s a chapter about it in A Students 


History of the Woods too. . . . It’s a memorial to King Arthur. No one is 
allowed there, Good or Evil... .” 

“Didn’t learn much in history, to be honest,” Dot whispered back. “First 
Sader dies teaching it and then his sister takes over and teaches us the 
wrong history and then she dies and then the School Master takes over and 
then he dies and now you’re teaching history, which means you ’l! probably 
die soon, especially since the Storian didn’t include you on our quest to 
begin with.” Dot pursed her lips. “Goodness. I really shouldn’t think out 
loud.” 

“Forget all that,” Hort said, frowning. “If no one’s allowed on Camelot’s 
land, why are they taking us there?” 

“Because then Camelot’s king will have to rescue us,” Hester cut in, 
glaring back at them. “A king whose sword is stuck in a stone.” 

“Tedros without his sword .. . ,” said Dot. “Doesn't inspire confidence, 
does it?” 

“We need to escape now,” Hester demanded. “And by ‘we,’ I mean the 
whole crew, Agatha, Sophie, and Beatrix’s team included. Questers stick 
together at all costs.” 

“Can’t you turn into a man-wolf and bust us out of here?” Anadil said, 
swiveling to Hort. 

“I can’t wolfify with my hands like this; I need to point my glow at my 
chest,” said Hort. “What about your rats?” 

“Thugs got them too,” Anadil moped. 

Hort peered over her shoulder to see her three pets trapped in a chain 
link, heads squeezed through the loop and tiny feet dangling, like a rat 
version of an iron maiden. 

Meanwhile, Hester’s demon jangled its chains as if to preempt the 
question. 

“So we got nothing,” said Hort. 

“Except the word ‘wolfify,’” Dot wisped, eyeing his sweaty chest. “So 
sensual.” 

Hort was stonefaced. 

“We need to talk to Nicola,” Dot added, clearing her throat. “She saved 
our life twice. Maybe she can do it again.” 

Everyone looked at Hester for approval, Anadil included. 

Hester grimaced. “Fine.” 


They glanced back at Nicola, concealed behind Willam and Bogden, 
who were still twittering. From what Hort could see of her, Nicola was 
gazing off glassily into the gardens. 

“How can I talk to her from here?” Hort asked Dot. 

“Send a message through us,” a voice said. 

Hort turned to see Willam eavesdropping. 

“We’ve been trying to come up with our own plan to help us all 
escape,” said Willam, red hair glinting in the sun. “I can’t do magic and 
neither can Bogden because he says he doesn’t have a fingerglow yet. But 
we figured out we’re both good at fortune telling. Oh, and playing bongos.” 

“Helpful. Ask Nicola what we should do, then,” said Hort. 

Willam whispered to Bogden, who whispered to Nicola. 

Nicola suddenly looked alert, meeting Hort’s eyes for a half-second, 
before she whispered to Bogden, who whispered to Willam, who swiveled 
to Hort— 

“She says this is like the story Uncle Miyazaki. If we can’t bust off the 
chain, we all have to work as one unit. Like a snake, with Hester at the head 
and Nicola at the tail. That is, if Hort still remembers who Nicola is. She 
told me I had to say that verbatim and make sure everyone heard.” 

Hester, Dot, Anadil, Willam, and Bogden glowered at Hort. 

“Well, tell her that if we get out of this alive, Ill take her on a date to 
Dumpy’s Dumpling House,” Hort promised. 

Willam whispered to Bogden, who whispered to Nicola, who sent her 
reply up the chain— 

“She says Sophie can’t come on the date and that it can’t be at a place 
called Dumpy’s,” said Willam. 

“Beauty and the Feast in Sherwood Forest is exquisite,” Dot offered. 
“Robin Hood took me there once. I didn’t tell Daddy.” 

Hort gave her a strange look before turning to Willam. “Tell her she has 
a deal. First date. Somewhere romantic. Just me and her,” he said, smiling, 
which Willam was about to pass down the chain, but Nicola had gleaned the 
message because she was smiling too. 

“Glad you have your love life sorted since we’re about to die,” Hester 
snarled. “How are we supposed to work like one unit when there’s seven of 
us on this chain, including two first years and an altar boy—” 


But the pirates were watching now, clearly listening, and Hester went 
mum. 

Thiago gave Hort another knife-sharp look before murmuring to 
Wesley. 

Ornate gates lay ahead, made of blue-and-white porcelain, marking the 
end of royal property. Though the gates were unlatched with plenty of room 
to pass through, Wesley kicked them ajar with his silver-tipped boot, 
shattering the bottom of a gate. Doves scattered from the trees above. 

Dad was a pirate and never acted like these goons, Hort thought. That’s 
because he and his dad had gone to school, where they’d learned that even 
though Good and Evil were eternal enemies, the two sides were in balance. 
The two sides had respect. 

Except the Snake and his minions had no respect for Good or Evil. 
They attacked both sides the same. 

A troubling thought dawned on Hort. If the Snake didn’t have respect 
for either side, what did he have respect for? And what would happen if he 
gained control of Camelot? You’d have a king of the most powerful realm 
in the land of Good and Evil who spat in the face of both. 

What would happen to the Storian? he thought, chest pounding. What 
would happen to the Woods? 

The broken gate creaked behind him, reminding him of Sophie’s 
scream. Goose bumps peppered his skin. For all they knew, Sophie and 
Agatha were dead by now... . 

Sooty clouds seeped into the sky, veiling the sun, and a damp cool wind 
snaked into the garden with a soggy, moldy smell. Hort could see the path 
widening ahead, the trees and clover growing sparser around it. 

He heard something now, drifting in on the wind. A dark rumble, like an 
elephant shaking the earth. 

“What is that?” Hort whispered. 

It was getting louder now, slashes of high-pitched noise piercing the 
thunderous roll. 

“Whatever it is, it doesn’t sound good,” Willam said behind him. 

The young pirates peeked back and grinned. 

The path was gone entirely now, the forest thinning out to open grass 
that craned steeply uphill, with the ominous buzz coming from beyond it. 
Hort followed his fellow prisoners up the slope, his legs burning, pushing 


the limits of fatigue. He could hear Dot panting and Bogden’s puny 
wheezes, but no one flagged, the amplifying rumbles propelling them 
forward. Hort’s heart beat faster, surging blood into his muscles, begging 
him to run and get his friends out of here as fast as he could. But there was 
no escape from what was coming. It was time to find out the Evil they 
faced. 

Soon they were at the crest, sopping with sweat. Thiago and Wesley fell 
back with leering smiles, ceding way for their captives to see what lay 
down below. 

The seven crew members huddled together in a ball, the chain folding 
around their bodies. They peered over the hill. 

Hort instantly felt sick. 

From his vantage point, he could see four kingdoms in the distance 
converge on a plot of land in the middle, about 100 yards wide and 50 yards 
long. From the east, he glimpsed the midnight-blue castle and rising pink 
moon of his home kingdom, Bloodbrook; from the south, the green peapods 
of Kingdom Kyrgios; from the north, the kingdom of Ravenbow, with its 
steaming rivers of blood and towers made of bone; from the west, the 
outlying vales of Jaunt Jolie, awash in Easter-egg colors. All four kingdoms 
smashed up against the Four Point, sealed off by four walls made of frozen 
water, jagged and brittle, as if a waterfall had frozen midflow. The iced 
walls were at least fifty feet high over the Four Point, shivering with sonic 
roars. 

But now Hort saw what was making the noise. 

Bodies. 

Thousands and thousands of them—and not just human: dwarves, 
giants, trolls, dwarves, fairies, nymphs, goblins, and more—assailing the 
frozen walls from every direction, screaming and kicking and battering 
them with weapons, revolting against what was inside. 

Slowly, Hort’s eyes lifted. 

Inside the Four Point, a colossal gallows loomed beneath a pink-and- 
gray sky like an open-air theater. Dozens of nooses hung from beams above 
the high wooden platform, arranged in three distinct rows. 

Only the nooses weren’t made out of ropes, Hort realized, as they 
gleamed in the few scraps of sun coming through the clouds. They were 


made of thick black scales and instantly familiar. Because they reminded 
him of... eels. 

That wasn’t the worst part, though. 

The worst part was that the second and third rows of nooses were 
already filled, the prisoners’ heads slipped through the scaly black loops 
and their feet planted firmly on trapdoors beneath them. The moment the 
trapdoors opened, each person would fall through and be hanged. 

High above the prisoners, Camelot’s flag fluttered from a pole speared 
through the stage. 

Heart racing, Hort tried to see past the empty first row of nooses to the 
faces of the prisoners in the second and third rows, but the darkening sky 
had left most of them in shadow— 

“Isn’t that the King of Jaunt Jolie?” Dot said. 

As Hort’s eyes adjusted, he made out the king’s sullied robes and 
broken crown. In the nooses next to him were his two young boys and his 
queen—a queen that the Snake had already declared dead. 

“Get everyone to think she’s dead and then kill her in front of them,” 
Hester murmured. “Make them grieve twice. What better way to scare 
people?” 

“Not even Granny would have thought of that and she was the White 
Witch,” said Anadil, unnerved. 

Panicked citizens of Jaunt Jolie bashed against the iced walls in their 
pastel-colored clothes, screaming and begging for their leaders to be saved, 
for the young princes to be spared... . 

As they listened to these pleas, Hort felt his fellow crew members 
instinctively huddle closer. 

“Wait, that’s the king of Bloodbrook!” he said, recognizing the great 
gray man-wolf who led his home kingdom, noosed up in the second row. 
Citizens of Bloodbrook, including dozens of man-wolves, beat the walls 
with weapons and tried to ram them down. 

“Walls are still holding,” said Hester. “Even with the Lady of the Lake 
powerless, whatever charm she put on the waterfalls hasn’t broken yet.” 

“But if the walls are holding, how’d the prisoners get inside?” Dot 
asked. 

Hester looked at her. 

“Hester,” said Anadil. 


Hester tracked her gaze to a black-haired man in a noose with gold 
flakes in his long beard and hair. 

“Pea-man,” said Dot, remembering the Grand Vizier they’d interviewed 
to be School Master. 

Ravenbow too had its queen strung up and its people rushing the frozen 
walls, desperate to set her free. 

Once upon a time, leaders of Good and Evil fought over this piece of 
land. 

Now they’d be killed on it together. 

But there were no guards on the stage, Hort realized . . . no pirates or 
henchmen or executioners . . . 

Dot was right. How had the leaders been captured? 

And who was going to hang them? 

“Hort?” 

He turned and saw Nicola nestled in next to him. 

“The first row,” she said. 

Hort followed her eyes to the empty nooses, black scales shining. 

“There’s seven of them,” said Nicola, trembling. “And there’s seven of 
us.” 

Everyone stared at her, overhearing—then at each other, then at Hester. 
But even the fearless witch looked afraid. So did her demon. 

Nicola’s eyes welled up. “I want to go home, Hort,” she whispered. “I 
want to see Pa.” 

Gone was the cool, unflappable girl, replaced by a first-year Reader far 
away from her real life. 

It only made Hort want to protect her more. The way Nicola had 
protected him and their crew. 

Then, out of the corner of his eye, he saw the spot where the two pirates 
had just been— 

“They’re gone!” Hort blurted, spinning to the group. “The pirates aren’t 
here. There’s no one guarding us! We have to run—we have to run now—” 

A boy’s scream came from the valley, rising over the roar: “HELP!” 

Hort stopped cold. 

Another scream echoed, this time a girl’s: “PLEASE HELP US!” 

Hort’s face went white and he saw the three witches gaping at him with 
the same expression. 





Slowly they looked back down at the gallows. 

Not at the empty first row or the second filled with royal leaders . . . but 
at the third row, which they couldn’t quite see. The row where the screams 
had come from. Screams that made Hort’s stomach flip. 

Because one scream had been Kiko’s. 

And the other scream was Ravan’s. 

“He has our classmates,’ Hort rasped, making out Mona’s green 
skin . . . Brone’s bald head and hulking frame... . 

“Hey, guys,” said Nicola— 

“We’re not leaving our friends down there,” said Hester, fear burning to 
anger. “Questers defend each other, no matter what. We have to help them.” 

“But how can we get over the walls if we’re chained up?” Anadil asked. 

“And how can we get through the crowd?” said Hort. 

“Guys,” Nicola said. 

All eyes went to her. 

“They’re gone,” said Nicola. 

“We know the pirates are gone,” Hort said, impatient, “that’s why we 
need to go right no—” 

But Nicola wasn’t looking at where the pirates had been. 

She was looking at the nooses. 

The front row of them. 

All missing. 

“Huh? Where did they g—” Hort started. 

Then he gasped. 

So did everyone else, the chain of teenagers suddenly lurching 
backwards, each of them tripping over their feet— 

Because scaly nooses were flying towards them, over the valley, over 
the crowd, like bats out of hell. 

No one had time to scream. 

The eels lashed around their necks like vises and ripped the crew into 
the air, bodies still chained in a line. Hort bucked madly, feeling Nicola 
choking beside him, but the nooses just squeezed harder, draining their 
breath, before all at once, the eels dragged the prisoners down towards the 
gallows, seven prey quivering before the kill. 
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SOPHIE 
The Lion and the Snake 


Sophie awoke to the smell of roses. 

She opened her eyes, feeling their petals drizzle down her back. A 
single wine-red bloom lay cupped in the lap of her baby-blue dress. Her 
body was moving, magically coasting past bushes and flower beds as if 
pushed by a strong wind. White leaves and florets fluttered from trees 
overhead like an enchanted snow. 





I’m in a dream, she thought, her eyes still on the rose in her lap, its lush 
folds sparkling under a pink sunset. 

Not only because she was magically gliding through a garden under 
someone else’s power, but because the rose matched the one Tedros had 
thrown into the crowd on the first day of school, hunting for the girl who 
would be his princess . . . a rose Agatha had caught just like this . . . the 
happy ending to a fairy tale that hadn’t yet begun... . 

But now the rose was in Sophie’s lap, which meant it must be a dream, 
for this rose wasn’t meant for her. If there was one lesson the whole world 
learned from her fairy tale, it was certainly that. 

Unless it isnt Tedros’ rose at all, Sophie thought. Unless someone else 
threw it and I caught it, just like Agatha caught her princes. Which means 
this is a new fairy tale and this time I wont end up alone. There's someone 
else in this story... someone just for me... . 

Sophie looked up, curious . . . fearful... hopeful... . 

Her face changed. 

It was no dream. 


Agatha glided beside her, bound, blindfolded, and gagged by the 
Snake’s slimy, scaly scims. Not only that, but the entire back of her best 
friend’s body was covered in scims like a coat of armor, from the dome of 
her hair, down to her calves, down to the soles of her shoes, not a shred of 
clothes or skin left bare. With high-pitched gurgles, like a chorus of helium- 
voiced rats, the scims pushed Agatha along, twitching and waggling, as she 
writhed blindly under her binds. 

Sophie grew aware of the drizzling feeling on her back again . . . the 
one she’d dreamily ascribed to falling flowers. . . . 

Dread rising, she peeked over her own shoulder and saw that she too 
was coated in thick, gooey scims, all the way down to her dainty slippers. 
Fear bolted her spine straight, upending the rose, which fell to the ground 
and smashed under her feet. A scream stalled in her throat. 

“Aggie,” she wheezed. “What do we—” 

But Agatha shook her head sharply and Sophie read the gesture at once: 
He s listening. 

Sophie’s eyes darted around, looking for the Snake in the garden. 

Where is he? 

The scims were moving her faster now, through blue-and-white gates 
and up a steep grassy slope. Sophie looked at Agatha, who was unable to 
see or talk, her friend’s body helpless to the scims. A swell of panic crashed 
over her. Sophie liked to pretend the two of them were a team, but in truth, 
it was always Agatha who took charge, Agatha who kept her safe. No 
matter how much of a witch Sophie could be, she was Agatha’s princess, 
riding behind her on her white horse. Maybe that’s why Agatha had been 
drawn to Nicola as a friend. Because she wasn’t a spinning top like Sophie. 
Because with Sophie, Agatha always had to take the reins of the story when 
it counted. 

Only now the roles were reversed, with Agatha left helpless. Which 
meant for once, it was Sophie who had the reins. 

She tried to remember what had happened in the Map Room. Slowly it 
all came back to her... . the Quest Map with their classmates’ names... . the 
storybook that called Tedros a Snake and the Snake a Lion. . . the new pen 
he vowed would shatter their fairy tale forever. .. . 

All of these were pieces of a bigger plan, the Snake said. A plan 
Chaddick had figured out. 


It’s why he’d had to die. 

The Snake wasn’t Rafal. That much was clear. 

And yet, he seemed to know her, Agatha, and Tedros intimately ... as if 
he’d come from inside their storybook. . . . 

Something had happened in that story. Something that made him want 
revenge. 

So who was he, then? 

Terror attacks. 

Arthur’s blood. 

Tedros’ crown. 

All of it was connected. How? 

Aric. 

He’d been friends with Aric, he said. Close friends. 

But Aric was dead, slain during the School Master’s war . . . so the 
Snake and Aric had to have been friends before that... . . 

Could the Snake have been a student at school? 

She pictured the Snake’s long, youthful body . . . his lean, perfect 
muscles... his glacial blue eyes... . 

Or was it someone Aric met before school? 

Sophie’s forehead throbbed. Think harder. 

But all she could think about was the Snake pinning her against the 
pillar, with his minty Tedros scent, before he fractured into a thousand eels, 
which came flying towards her. . . . 

That’s when Sophie had passed out. 

Now these same eels were plastered across hers and Agatha’s backs, 
wheeling them around like corpses. Sophie felt faint once more, but she 
forced herself to stay conscious. 

The scims pushed the two girls down the hill, through a gathering mist, 
the fading sun infusing it with a bruised-purple glow. Over the scims’ loud 
burbles, Sophie heard dark rumbling ahead. But she couldn’t see anything 
but thick, gray fog. ... 

Sophie coughed. 

Not fog. Smoke. 

Only now it was clearing and Sophie’s eyes flared wide— 

The scims drove them smack into a screaming mob, brandishing fiery 
torches and weapons under a darkening sky. The crowd spread as far as 


Sophie could see in every direction, converging from four different 
kingdoms around a walled-off plot of land. 

The Four Point, Sophie thought. It’s where her quest mates were headed 
on the Snake’s Quest Map. Now she and Agatha were heading there too. 

Sophie spotted Camelot’s flag flying high above the Four Point. 

Chills ran down her spine. 

The Snake was bringing them all there for a reason. 

Even so, the Four Point was still a hundred yards off with at least a 
thousand bodies in the way— 

The scims paid no mind, barreling straight for the jagged-ice walls and 
thrusting the two girls into the crowd with reckless force. Sophie ducked 
her head, jammed between men and trolls, children and centaurs, scims 
gripping her tighter and tighter. She could hear the crowd as she squeezed 


through— 

“King Tedros is on his way with his knights,” a horned ogre said to his 
family. 

“But I thought Camelot had no knights anymore,” said his lumpy ogre 
daughter. 


“Then he’ll fight single-handedly,” his humpbacked mother assured. 
“He’s King Arthur’s son.” 

“A useless king, that’s what he is,” groused her surly son. “Don’t even 
have Excalibur.” 

“Watch your mouth, boy. Heard folk say they saw him riding down 
Glass Mountain,” a pastel-dressed man cut in. “He’ll be here soon—” 

“And he’ll make whoever’s responsible for this pay,” growled a troll. 

Sophie’s head jerked up. If they were all waiting for Tedros to save 
them... 

That means they’re on our side! 

This whole crowd was on their side, Good and Evil! Everyone knew 
Agatha was Tedros’ princess and Sophie his friend. Everyone knew their 
fairy tale— 

She swiveled her head left and right, frantically making eye contact 
with the ogres and everyone else near her. But as the scims rammed her and 
Agatha through the crowd, no one seemed to notice. Confused, Sophie 
started bucking against her binds, knocking hard into people and creatures, 


who whirled around, peering angrily, but then went back to surging towards 
the walls. 

Undaunted, Sophie cried out: “Help! Someone help us!” 

A few people glanced in her direction, perplexed. 

Sophie tried harder. “We need help! It’s us, Sophie and Aga—” 

A scim gagged her. 

Can t anyone see us? Sophie thought, flailing wildly. They re acting like 
we re— 

She stiffened. 

The scims on her and Agatha’s backs. 

They were made of snake scales. 

Which meant... 

We're invisible. 

Snakeskin was the one fabric that could hide its wearers, given the right 
hex. Sophie had used it for her own devilish designs at school; indeed, her 
famous snakeskin cape now hung inside the Exhibition of Evil, cased in a 
special gallery dedicated to her and Agatha’s fairy tale. But now the Snake 
was cheekily ambushing her with snakeskin as if to turn her own fairy tale 
on its head. ... 

They were almost at the frozen walls. Just as Sophie could glimpse 
through them as to what lay inside, the scims yanked her and Agatha into 
the air, flying them up and over the walls, their backs caressing the Camelot 
flag flying over the Four Point. Embers of sun blinded her before they 
extinguished in the horizon, and it was only as she descended that Sophie 
could see what lay beneath her, illuminated by the crowd’s torch flames. . . . 

Gallows. 

Sophie lost her breath, scanning three rows of prisoners to be hanged, 
their nooses made of oily black scims. The first row had Hester, Anadil, 
Dot, Hort, and the rest of her crew mates, still chained together, hands 
cuffed behind their backs. . . . In the second row, leaders of Ever and Never 
kingdoms were strung up by the neck, which had drawn the raging crowd, 
desperate to save them. . . . But it was the third row that startled Sophie the 
most, loaded with fourth years from the School for Good and Evil, 
kidnapped from their quests. These captives gazed fearfully into the crowd, 
unable to see Sophie or Agatha descending to the stage in front of them. 
Ravan looked gaunt, his once-flowing black hair crudely shaved; Mona’s 


green skin was littered with bruises; Vex was missing a chunk of his pointy 
right ear; Kiko cried to herself, burn marks on her arms. More classmates 
teetered on trapdoors near them, all injured in one way or another: 
Brone ... Giselle... Drax.... 

The last light in the sky went dark as the scims parachuted Sophie 
towards the wooden platform, Agatha floating down next to her. Their feet 
touched the stage— 

Instantly the scims scattered off them, stripping them of their invisibility 
and revealing them to the mob. 

The crowd froze in shock. 

Agatha spun around, finally able to see. She took in the stunned 
prisoners, her eyes assessing the scene like a panther’s, her fingertip 
glowing gold. “The Snake... Where is he?” 

Sophie scanned the stage, her fingertip glowing pink. “I don’t see him!” 

A buzz swept through the crowd, hopeful and intense— 

“IT’S TEDROS’ FRIENDS!” someone cried. 

“THAT MEANS HE’S HERE!” shouted another. 

“WE’RE SAVED!” 

“Hurry up, you nitwits!” Hester barked at Sophie from the front row, 
demon strung up next to her. “Cut us loose!” 

“No, the children first!” the King of Jaunt Jolie said— 

Sophie was about to sprint for his young princes, but then she saw 
Agatha hadn’t moved, her friend’s eyes wide and pinned ahead. 

Slowly Sophie turned to see the scims reassembling at the front of the 
stage, globbing and sticking to each other at lightning speed, until they’d 
reformed the Snake, his mask glimmering green in the mob’s torchlight. 

It’s why Agatha had silenced her in the garden. 

The Snake had been with them all along. Split up into scims on their 
backs, waiting for the moment to reunite. 

Now the Snake’s cold blue gaze crept across the crowd, which was 
silent as a tomb. “For thousands of years, you thought your pen told you the 
Truth,” he said, voice resounding. “The pen of Good and Evil. The pen 
whose stories you have believed without the slightest doubt. And what does 
that pen tell you now? It tells you I am the one who attacks your kingdoms. 
It tells you I am Evil. That I am the enemy.” The Snake paused. “But what 
if I tell you everything you think is Truth is Lies?” 
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His eyes moved to the flag flying over them. “You won’t believe me, of 
course. No one will. Not even your greatest heroes,” he said, glancing at 
Sophie and Agatha. 

“You think a Lion is your only hope. You think only a Lion can save 
you. All of you. That’s what Camelot promised. A Lion who can destroy 
Evil like me. A Lion with King Arthur’s blood.” 

He looked back down at the people. “You wait for this Lion named 
Tedros. You wait for him to answer your prayers. Yet here we are on the 
Lion’s land... with the Lion’s princess . . . with the Lion’s friends . . . with 
the rulers who call on the Lion to lead. . . . Everyone but the Lion himself,” 
he mocked. “He stays in his castle while your kingdoms burn. He stays in 
his castle while his friends die. He stays in his castle like a coward.” 

He turned to the crowd. “Say it with me. ‘Cowardly. Little. Lion.’” 

Nobody made a sound. 

The Snake stabbed out his finger and the noose around the youngest 
prince of Jaunt Jolie strangled him. The prince choked, legs twitching. 

The crowd screamed in horror— 

“Say it with me,” the Snake hissed. “Cowardly. Little. Lion.” 

“Cowardly Little Lion!” the crowd shouted. 

“So he can hear you from his castle in the sky,” the Snake demanded. 

“Cowardly Little Lion!” the crowd yelled louder. 

“He can t hear you!” the Snake lashed. 

“COWARDLY LITTLE LION!” the crowd thundered, shuddering the 
land. 

The Snake dropped his finger and the prince’s noose relaxed, the young 
child wheezing for breath. His mother and father crumbled into sobs. 

“Cowardly Little Lion indeed,” said the Snake. 

His eyes flicked to Sophie and Agatha. “Well, then. Let’s see if he 
comes out of his cage.” 

He whirled to the mob and with a wave of his hand, snuffed out the sea 
of torches. 

The stage plunged into darkness. 


In the vast, empty night, two dozen nooses glowed green, fluorescing like 
electric eels, lighting up the prisoners with heads looped through. 


At the front of the stage, Sophie and Agatha faced off against the Snake, 
awash in the gallows’ alien green haze. 

Beyond the iced walls, the crowd was hushed in the dark, like an 
audience in wait of a play. Sophie could see them looking back anxiously, 
searching for any sign of Tedros. 

“Perhaps we shouldn’t write off the Lion so soon. By now he knows of 
your predicament,” the Snake said to the girls, the edge coming off his 
voice. “Ill give him ten more seconds to show his face.” 

Neither Sophie nor Agatha moved. 

“Aren’t you going to help your friends?” the Snake said serenely. “1... 
ARE 

“Go!” Kiko shrieked. 

Sophie twirled to Agatha. “Pll take front row.” 

“He’s lying, Sophie,” Agatha breathed— 

“3..., said the Snake. 

Sophie took off, shooting the back nooses with her pink glow. Agatha 
unleashed her gold glow at the front row’s. 

“It's not working!” Sophie shouted— 

“Magic won’t break it!” said Dot. 

“Try something else!” said Anadil, her three rats dangling from tiny 
nooses next to her. 
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“Break the wood!” Nicola cried, eyeing the beams over their heads. 

Agatha and Sophie both fired at them— 

The beams only turned thicker and stronger. 

“Hurry!” Hester bellowed. 

Sophie magically sealed the trapdoors around her feet, but the doors 
grew weaker, threatening to break. 

“Spells are backfiring!” Hort said. 
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Sophie shot the frozen walls with her glow, hoping to shatter them and 
let the crowd storm in— 

Nothing. 


Agatha climbed the beams and tried to undo the nooses by hand. They 
shocked her like lightning and she fell to the platform — 

“10,” said the Snake. 

The two girls turned to him, panting. 

“And still no Lion... ,” the Snake tutted. “So now the real show 
begins.” 

He opened his palm and a pack of playing cards appeared with a tuft of 
smoke. He spread them out in his fingers, revealing some of their faces— 

Not card faces, Sophie realized. Actual faces. For each of the cards had 
a prisoner painted on it: Dot... Bogden ... Nicola... the King of 
Bloodbrook . . . 

“Each of you takes a turn picking a card,” the Snake said to Sophie and 
Agatha. “Whoever you pick, their door drops.” 

The crowd drew a breath, cocking towards the horizon like panicked 
chickens. Surely Tedros would stop this. Surely he would slay this villain 
the way King Arthur had slain many before. . . . 

“Why are you doing this?” Agatha rasped. 

The Snake’s eyes glittered like gems. “Ask my father.” 

He held out the deck. “Pick.” 

Sophie looked at Agatha, paralyzed. 

Agatha slackened, her cheeks bright red. 

Then she picked the first card, the back of it painted with the Snake’s 
crest. 

Her hands shook as she turned the card over. 

The face on it was Kiko’s. 

The door under Kiko’s feet dropped open but Agatha was already 
diving, snagging her friend by the legs and pulling her back onto the 
platform so she couldn’t fall through. 

It happened so fast that the crowd didn’t make a sound. 

Agatha stayed on her knees, hugging Kiko’s calves with all of her 
strength, as Kiko hung from the noose at an angle. If Agatha let her go, her 
friend would drop and break her neck. Which meant both of them were 
trapped in their position. 

“Don’t leave me,” Sophie heard Kiko whimper. 

“I won't,” Agatha assured. 


“Bad things happen when you leave me,” Kiko said. “Bad things 
happen to all of us.” 

“Your turn,” a voice said. 

Sophie looked up to see the Snake glaring at her. 

He held out the deck of cards. 

There was a flatness in his eyes, a ruthless insistence on the rules of the 
game as if he knew precisely how it would end. 

“Pick,” he said. 

Sophie did. 

The card was Nicola’s. 

Across the platform, Nicola’s trapdoor opened. 

In a flash, Sophie sprinted across the stage and tackled the first year just 
before she fell through, shoving her to the side of the opening and holding 
her by the ankles. 

Sophie looked up and saw Nicola goggling at her. Agatha too. 

“Guess we’re friends now,” Sophie said to Nicola. 

With no sign of Tedros, the crowd revolted, battering the walls with 
renewed force — 

Suddenly, thirty young pirates broke through the crowd, seizing the 
hardest protestors from behind, swords to their necks. The rest of the mob 
went quiet with fear. 

“It seems we have a dilemma... ,” the Snake continued, watching the 
two girls in opposite corners, clutching their friends. “Because someone has 
to pick next.” 

Neither girl budged. 

The terrified crowd glanced between them and the Snake. 

“Ah, I see,” the Snake said. “It seems you’re both a bit tied up. Well, 
then.” 

He held out the deck in his open palm. 

“TUI pick.” 

He turned the first card over. 

Hort. 

Sophie and Agatha whirled to each other. Either one of them had to let 
go of their friend or Hort would hang. 

“Go!” Nicola said to Sophie. 

“No! Stay!” Hort cried. 


Tears fogged Sophie’s eyes. She couldn’t watch Hort die— 

His trapdoor opened. The noose around his neck yanked tight. 

Sophie and Nicola screamed— 

Instantly, the rest of the prisoners in the row kicked their legs out, using 
the chain cuffed across them to swing like a five-headed dragon: Hester, 
Anadil, Willam, Bogden, and finally Dot, who thrust her legs and caught 
Hort’s backside with her shins before he fell through the door. With every 
ounce of strength, she held him up by the tailbone, their bodies planked at 
right angles, like trapeze performers midflight. 

Sophie buckled in relief, briefly losing grip of Nicola but catching her 
just in time. 

Hort was dripping sweat, rope burns around his neck. 

“Thanks, Dot,” he croaked. 

“Don’t thank me, thank Uncle Miyazaki,” Dot panted, smiling over at 
Nicola. She looked back at Hort. “Though Ill take a date too if you're 
offering.” 

Hort coughed. 

The Snake watched all of this, his body still, his green mask obscuring 
any reaction, except for his winnowing blue eyes. 

“So much for the rules of the game,” he said. 

With a flourish, he flung the cards into the air, dozens of painted faces 
glinting in green glow as they fluttered to the stage. 

Sophie locked eyes with Agatha, their hearts stopped. 

Every trapdoor started to magically open, all the prisoners about to drop 
through. 

The crowd reeled, preparing for mass carnage— 

Suddenly fire-tipped arrows bombed down from the sky, just missing 
the Snake and igniting the wooden platform. 

The Snake swiveled, taken by surprise, the gallows doors still half-open. 

In the distance, the mob parted a path as two figures in buckskin tunics 
blazed through, astride a red-spotted deer: a blond shooting arrows from a 
bow as someone behind, dark-skinned with long brown hair, lit arrows on 
fire with her purple fingerglow. They were being chased by at least fifty 
bellowing pirates with swords and spears, trying to catch up with the 
sprinting deer. Sophie recognized the riders at once— 

“Beatrix and Reena,” Sophie marveled. 


And the deer was... 

“Millicent,” Agatha realized. 

More of Beatrix’s arrows rained over the wall, aimed at the Snake— 

He split into a thousand squealing scims, dispersing like leeches to 
elude them. 

Reenergized, the crowd came to Beatrix’s and Reena’s defense, rushing 
headlong at the pirates, while onstage flames from the missed arrows 
started to spread. 

Agatha whirled to Sophie. “Fire kills the scims! Just like fire killed 
Rafal’s zombies!” 

She grabbed one of Beatrix’s missed arrows and lit Kiko’s noose, 
searing away the shrieking eel and setting her classmate free. 

Kiko blubbered: “I thought I was going to die and then I would see my 
beautiful Tristan up there in heaven and I would say—” 

“Kiko!” Agatha said, glaring at all the prisoners still hanging. 

“Good point,” said Kiko. 

Like a rabbit, Kiko dashed across the blazing stage, grabbing arrows out 
of the wood and lighting the scaly nooses on fire along with the chains 
between prisoners, starting with Nicola’s. 

“I have no idea who you are, but Sophie doesn’t help anyone unless 
they’re important,” Kiko cheeped, before burning through Nicola’s cuffs, 
which let Sophie drop the first year to the stage, grab one of Kiko’s arrows, 
and start helping the others in the row, while Agatha took the second and 
third rows. 

“Hurry, Sophie!” Agatha cried, as she freed the young princes of Jaunt 
Jolie. “The fire is spreading!” 

Sophie ran to Hort first. But out of the side of her eye, she glimpsed 
Beatrix and Reena outside the iced walls, cornered by the pair of young 
pirates they’d seen kicking cages in Castle Jolie. The boys had stripped the 
Evergirls of their bows and arrows and were aiming the arrows back at their 
heads. Beatrix and Reena leapt off Millicent and hewed together, 
confronting the pirates with lit fingers. . . . 

“Man-wolf. Now,” Sophie ordered Hort as she freed him. 

“Aye-aye, Captain,” Hort said, lighting his fingerglow and bursting out 
of his breeches a mighty, hairy beast, before scaling the Camelot flagpole in 
a single bound and bellyflopping onto the pirates with a howl. 


As Kiko, Nicola, and the other freed prisoners helped burn away more 
nooses, Sophie felt Agatha seize her from behind. 

“Whole stage will collapse!” Agatha said, covering her mouth from the 
smoke. “We have to get everyone out of here!” 

Sophie squinted up at the high walls that sealed them into the Four 
Point, while the war against the pirates raged beyond them. “But how can 
we get them over that?” 

“Leave it to me,” Hester grunted, prying between the girls, fingerglow 
lit. The tattooed demon on her neck engorged with blood, turning redder, 
redder, until it tore out of its chains and flew off her skin, swelling to three- 
dimensional life. Mumbling hissy gibberish, it began snatching prisoners 
from the stage, three at a time, starting with kings and queens, and ferrying 
them over the walls and to the ground beyond, where throngs of citizens 
shielded them and spirited them back towards their kingdoms. 

“Move faster, Hester!” Agatha cried as the witch directed the demon 
with her glow from inside the Four Point. “Stage is burning up!” 

“And I’m on the stage so believe me when I say I’m moving as fast as I 
can!” Hester berated. 

Eyes watering from the smoke, Sophie weaved around the fires, 
intending to free Mona and Brone next— 

But now she saw Hort’s man-wolf slammed up against the glass wall in 
front of her by tattooed Thiago, who’d pinned the tip of his pirate blade 
against Hort’s hairy belly. 

“Knew Pd seen yer grubby lil’ face before,” Thiago seethed. “Scourie’s 
son. Bragged ye’d be the first man-wolf pirate at Hook’s Parley years ago. 
Took a blood oath to help us fight the Lost Boys. Instead ye turn round and 
kill Hook’s captain like yer Pan’s stooge. Ye killed my father.” He dug his 
blade into Hort’s stomach, drawing drops of blood. “Shoulda bragged ye’d 
be the first fink.” 

“I did what any true man would have, unlike your lot,” Hort growled in 
pain. “You kill for money. You follow a leader with no soul. You’re the real 
Lost Boys.” 

Thiago cut him deeper. “Bleats a pirate who killed one of ’is own.” 

“What I killed wasn’t your father,” Hort insisted. 

“Tell yerself all the lies ye want,” Thiago snarled. “But this I know fer 
sure. The thing I’m about to kill is you.” 


He gripped the sword hilt to run Hort through, but Hort grabbed the 
blade by the tip and muscled it away from his stomach, the steel slicing into 
his hand. Before Thiago could react, Hort slapped him across the head as 
hard as he could with his big, hairy palm. The pirate wheeled wildly, 
swinging his sword and biting it into Hort’s bicep, spattering the frozen wall 
with blood and obscuring Sophie’s view. 

Spinning around, Sophie saw Hester’s demon had rescued nearly all the 
prisoners from the stage, with only her, Agatha, Hester, Anadil, and Dot 
left. On the battlefield, Willam, Bogden, Beatrix, Reena, and Nicola were 
fighting pirates with weapons flung at them by fleeing citizens— 

Hester’s demon swooped to rescue Sophie, his beady eyes flashing: 
“Lookie missie witchie fishie!” 

“No, take the witches!” Sophie said, ducking his grab. “You three! Go 
help Hort!” 

The witches gaped at Sophie, then at Agatha, as if they didn’t trust 
Sophie could possibly be deferring her own rescue. 

“Go!” Agatha cried. 

Immediately the three witches hooked on to the demon’s claws and flew 
up and over the walls. As he streaked down, Hester’s demon attacked 
Thiago, blasting red firebolts from the demon’s mouth, while Anadil’s rats 
grew twenty feet tall and crashed into the fray, rampaging through pirates as 
the three witches rode on the rats’ backs, shooting stun spells right and left. 

Onstage, Sophie and Agatha were the only two left behind, pushed to 
the edge by the fires. 

“Aggie, we don’t have time for the demon to come back,” Sophie said. 
“It’s spreading too fast!” 

“Maybe this”1l work,” said Agatha, thrusting her glowing fingertip into 
the air. Heavy rain started falling over the Four Point, dousing the blaze. It 
was one of Agatha’s trusty spells from her first year at school— 

Then, all of a sudden, the fires seemed to grow stronger in the rain... 
the orange flames turning a glowing emerald green. .. . 

Agatha’s eyes bulged. “What in the—” 

But now there was something falling towards them, straight out of the 
sky: a deer bounding over the wall, hooftip glowing red, and landing on the 
stage, which half crumbled like a giant sinkhole, before the deer recovered, 
lurching for the two girls. 


“Come on! Get on my back!” Millicent said. 

Sophie and Agatha leapt onto her, just as the gallows imploded in the 
green flames. Millicent sprinted for the walls, her legs tensing with power, 
about to magically propel over the barrier— 

Something slammed into Sophie and Agatha like harpoons, bashing 
them off the deer’s back and pinning them into opposing walls. 

Scims. 

They glued down the girls’ wrists and legs and spread them against the 
inside of the glass, like mice caught in a trap. 

Petrified, Sophie swung her head towards Agatha, the two of them 
struggling against the scaly black eels. 

At the center of the stage, the Snake reformed again, rising out of the 
green bonfire like a phoenix. 

Millicent charged for him, hurdling over the holes in the stage. 

The Snake calmly peeled one of the scims off his chest, which rolled up 
in his palm like a tiny tube. Instantly it turned to shiny black steel, razor 
sharp at both ends. 

Millicent leapt, hooves aimed at his chest, poised to crush him— 

The Snake hurled the scim at her, spearing the deer in the heart. She fell 
down dead and burnt up in the green flames. 

Outside the walls, the students saw Millicent fall and stopped fighting, 
paralyzed in horror. The pirates seized them at once, knives and swords to 
their throats. With a pirate’s dagger to her own neck, Hester stalled her 
demon, as did Anadil her rats, afraid to cost any more friends their lives. 
Hort gnashed his teeth, feeling Thiago’s sword point on his spine, poised to 
slice him open. Nicola, Bogden, Dot, and Willam were all trapped by 
pirates, along with the rest of the questing Evers and Nevers. 

Onstage, the Snake was circled in green flames like a ringmaster. His 
eyes shifted between Sophie and Agatha, pressed against the glass on either 
side of him, as if he was deciding which girl to handle first. 

Instead, he pulled two scims off his body, one in each hand, letting them 
morph into steel black blades. 

Slowly he raised both arms, extended outwards, each blade aimed at a 
girl’s heart. 

This was how I died, Sophie thought. Rafal had killed her with a shot to 
the heart before Agatha had woken her with true love’s kiss. 


But this time there would be no kiss. 

Because her true love was about to die with her. 

The Snake gripped the blades and coiled to throw— 

A roar exploded through the land. 

So full and deep it shook the earth. 

The Snake stilled, the green flames cooling around him. 

Sophie and Agatha gaped at each other. 

Again came the roar, this time louder than before, shattering the iced 
wall between the two girls. Jagged shards rained over the Snake, who 
turned away, shielding himself. 

As he looked back up, so did Sophie, craning her head to see through 
the wall. 

Someone was coming towards the stage. 

Galloping through the crowd on a white horse, his body tall and 
muscular, in a dark blue jacket with a brilliant gold pattern, dark blue riding 
pants, and gold-lined boots. 

He was wearing a mask. 

A mask of gold that glimmered in the moonlight and shrouded his face. 

The mask of a Lion. 

As his horse accelerated towards the stage, the lion-masked figure rose, 
feet sturdy in the stirrups, and climbed to stand on the horse’s back, the 
reins in his hands. Then he lowered into a crouch, balanced on the horse’s 
hide as if surfing a wave, and just as the horse started to buck him off, he 
jumped from the animal, sailing through the air like a ball from a cannon, 
through the busted ice wall, and onto the gallows stage. As he stood to full 
height, he thrust out his finger like a wand, lighting the tip up with hot gold 
glow and illuminating the stage. 

Sophie saw Agatha’s eyes widen. 

Only one person they knew had that glow. 

A glow that matched his true love’s. 

Tedros. 

The crowd exploded with cheers. 

The Lion had come. 

Across the stage, Sophie saw Agatha stop resisting her scims. All this 
time, Agatha had tried to fight Tedros’ battles on his behalf, but now he’d 
come to wrest back control of his quest from his princess. Sophie could see 


Agatha sigh with exhaustion and relief, as if at last, her fairy tale with 
Tedros was back on track, their Ever After salvaged from the ashes. Slowly 
Agatha looked up and met the Lion’s aqua-blue eyes. Camelot’s princess 
smiled, even though she was squashed against a wall like a fly in a spider’s 
web... even though there was a deadly villain still on the stage. . . . 

Sophie knew that smile. 

It was the smile of love. 

The Lion and the Snake faced off on a charred heap of ruins, all that 
remained of the stage. They circled each other inside a ring of dying green 
flames. 

“This is Camelot’s land,” said the Lion in his low, strapping voice. 

“To which I have a rightful claim,” the Snake returned, chilly and sure. 

His opponent peered through his lion mask. “And what gives you that 
right?” 

“My birth,” said the Snake, casting shadows in the green light. “I am the 
true heir to Camelot’s throne. I am King Arthur’s eldest son.” 

This last word snapped over the quiet crowd like a whip-crack. 

Sophie’s stomach dropped. 

Son. 

Son? 

She locked eyes with Agatha, both of them stupefied. 

Even the pirates looked stunned, still clutching their prisoners. 

But the Lion held his ground. “There is no son but Tedros of Camelot. 
The one true king.” 

“And yet Excalibur remains in a stone,” the Snake said. “Until I free it, 
that is, and prove the throne is mine.” 

“You will never touch Excalibur as long as I’m alive,” the Lion vowed. 

The Snake’s eyes sparkled. “So it 1s written. So it is done.” 

He tore scims off his body, which turned to steel in his hands, before 
hurling them at the Lion’s chest. The Lion deflected them with gold rays 
from his finger, then scooped up a handful of jagged ice from the shattered 
walls and whizzed it at the Snake. The shards shot into his flank, shearing 
away scims and embedding in youthful, snow-white skin beneath that 
started oozing blood. The Snake stumbled back, surprised, and crashed 
through a hole in the stage. 


Taking advantage, the Lion glanced between Sophie and Agatha and 
dashed for Agatha. He grabbed a piece of smoking wood off the stage and 
burnt the scims off her, careful not to burn her too. 

“Tedros,” Agatha breathed. 

Across the stage, Sophie watched them together, feeling her own heart 
fill up. For Tedros to risk his life and be this courageous when his people 
needed it most .. . He wasn’t just a prince. He was every inch a king. Any 
residue of Sophie’s envy drained away, replaced by gratitude and 
admiration. She’d give him and his queen the best wedding two friends 
could ask for. 

The Lion freed Agatha and gazed into her big brown eyes. 

“Go,” he said. “Before the rogue comes back.” 

“No,” Agatha said firmly. “We’re a team now. We’re fighting him 
togeth—” 

The Lion pointed his gold glow and sent her flying way up the flagpole. 
Camelot’s flag magically came loose and tied around her waist, lashing her 
to the pole and out of the Snake’s reach. 

“Get me down!” Agatha yelled. 

The Lion winked at her and stormed back into battle— 

The Snake rushed him headfirst, smashing the Lion against the pole, 
before the Lion delivered a vicious kick to his thigh, scattering a few scims 
and revealing more of the Snake’s milk-white flesh. The two masked men 
launched at each other, firing spells and scims, shattering two more frozen 
walls, the remainder of the stage collapsing under their every step, until 
they were on the final piece of the gallows, a small square of scorched 
wood. With their bodies jammed together, they could no longer rely on 
magic and the two set on each other with their fists, trying to knock the 
other off the platform and into the fiery pit below. 

As the Lion clocked the Snake, a scim crawled out of a hole and 
snagged the Lion by the ankle, yanking him towards the edge of the stage. 
The Lion swiveled and stomped on the scim, crushing it. But now the Snake 
came from behind, hands out, about to push the Lion off the stage and face- 
first into the blaze below— 

Sophie screamed. 

The Lion whirled just in time, belting the Snake with all of his might, 
who staggered backwards and plummeted off the stage, landing in the fire 


and dispersing to a thousand shrieking scims. Wounded, the scims glowed 
green and rose shakily into the air, forming a massive phantom cobra in the 
sky. It hissed at the Lion with the promise of vengeance before spraying 
into the night, terrible shrieks echoing. 

Covered in blood and bruises, the Lion stood on what was left of the 
stage, gold mask glistening in the moonlight, his chest heaving. 

Slowly he raised his head to the boy pirates clutching prisoners in the 
field. 

The Lion roared. 

Pirates dropped their weapons and ran. 

Students and citizens let out a raucous cry, the Four Point reclaimed and 
the Snake beaten back. 

“LONG LIVE KING TEDROS!” someone shouted. 

“LONG LIVE THE KING? said another. 

As Nicola climbed the flagpole to bring Agatha down, Hort and Dot 
kneeled to comfort Reena and Beatrix, who were sobbing over their lost 
best friend. Hester and the witches hurried to the sides of the other Evers 
and Nevers, many of who’d been wounded in their battle against the pirates. 

Indeed, the questers were so quick to help each other that none of them 
noticed that inside the billows of smoke coming off the stage Sophie was 
still trapped on the lone wall standing. 

But the Lion had. 

He strode over the misty crumbles of stage until at last he reached her, 
his jacket ripped open and sweat soaking his light blue shirt. He burnt her 
scims away and squashed them under his boot, leaving a puddle of black 
goo. Then he looked at Sophie through his mask. 

“Thank you,” he said. “If you hadn’t screamed to warn me, I'd be 
dead.” 

“Can’t have you dying yet, Teddy,” Sophie sighed, rubbing at her sore 
wrists. “I’m your wedding planner.” 

“Are you?” he said. 

His eyes reflected mischief, like a hall of mirrors. 

Something flooded inside Sophie. Something hot and stormy in the 
deepest swells of her heart. 

It was something she’d never felt with a prince. 

Slowly she reached up and pulled the mask off the Lion’s face. 


Sophie staggered back. 

It wasn’t Tedros. 

The boy had tanned skin the color of amber and copper-brown hair 
cropped close to his head like a soldier’s helmet. He had a strong brow 
bone, a long, straight nose, sensual lips, and thick dark brows that ran flat 
over his eyes like two streaks of paint. Beads of sweat dotted his coat of 
brown stubble and his eyes seemed to change colors with the intensity of 
his stare, from blue to hazel and all the shades in between. 

He looked her age. Perhaps a bit older. 

One thing was for sure, though. She’d never seen such a beautiful boy 
in her life, masculine, sultry, and smelling of salt and sand, as if he’d been 
dewed from the mouth of a desert flower. 

“Who are you?” she choked. 

“A humble servant of Camelot,” he said, calm and commanding. “Come 
to protect the king and his princess.” 

Sophie shook her head. “But... but...” 

“I suppose that isn’t the whole truth,” said the boy. “My loyalty is to 
Camelot and I will fight until my dying breath to make sure the rightful 
king weds his rightful queen. But I’ve also come to find someone else along 
the way. Someone I saw in a storybook and haven’t been able to stop 
thinking about since. Someone who in my quest to protect Camelot . . . 
perhaps I can protect too.” 

“Who?” Sophie asked, confused. 

From inside his shirt, the boy pulled a red rose. 

“The girl who’s already protected me,” he whispered. 

He leaned in and kissed her, slowly and deeply, his hands taking her by 
the waist. Sophie heard herself gasp, his breath filling her mouth, her body 
lighting up in his grip. She closed her eyes, lost in the softness of his lips, 
his hot-spice scent, and the impossibility of this moment in the wake of all 
that had come before. . . . 

His lips slipped off hers. 

She opened her eyes and the Lion was gone. 

Sophie stood there in the fading smoke, her heart throttling. 

A delusion. 

A dream. 

Something. 


But then she felt a drizzle on her neck. 

She raised her fingers and pulled down the perfect red rose, dripping 
with his sweat, that he’d slid into her hair as he kissed her. 

But that wasn’t all that the Lion had left behind. 

Because across the stage, as the last smoke cleared, she saw a girl 
wrapped in Camelot’s flag watching her . . . her pale, big-eyed face as shell- 
shocked as Sophie’s had been once upon a time, when another red rose had 
dropped into their story just like this... . 

A rose from a boy who was never supposed to be in their story at all. 


PART U 
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TEDROS 


Allies and Enemies 


He dreamed of his father again. 

Staring at Tedros through harsh, peacock-blue eyes. 

But this time, King Arthur was taller than he’d been in real life. As tall 
as the statue of him that Tedros had desecrated. 

They met on the rooftop of the Blue Tower under gold night clouds. 
Tedros was in pajama shorts, no shirt, and his feet were bare and wet. He 
looked down and saw the roof was flooded with water an inch thick, 
mirroring formless clouds. Only the clouds had a different shape in the 
water’s reflection. They looked like lions. 





His father wore the crimson robes in which he was buried, his bearded 
face ruddy and fresh, the way Tedros remembered him in the prime of his 
reign. Camelot’s crown glistened on Arthur’s head and Tedros found 
himself reaching up to make sure his own crown was still there. 

It wasn’t. 

“They say he’s your son,” Tedros accused. “They say you know who he 
is.” 

Arthur grew taller. 

“Who is he!” Tedros shouted. 

Higher and higher Arthur grew, reaching for the clouds. 

“TELL ME THE TRUTH!” Tedros cried. 

King Arthur roared, shaking the earth with his fury. 

He bent down like a giant and glared into his son’s eyes. 

“Unbury me,” he said. 

Then the clouds pounced down and devoured Arthur into the night. 


Tedros woke in a pool of sweat on a cold floor. 

He pried open his eyes and saw he was at the top of the dungeon 
staircase, curled up in front of the stone door. 

How could I fall asleep! 

He had to get to the Four Point. He had to find this Snake now— 

“KEI!” he screamed, pounding on the door again. 

But the dream had felt so real, his father’s roar reverberating through 
him. 

For months, he’d been haunted by his dad, but this was the first time 
he’d been given an order from the grave. 

An order that didn’t make sense. How could there be answers in a heap 
of bones and dust? All he was left with was the riddle of a dream. 

But what happened with the advisors wasn’t a dream. 

They’d hinted that the Snake was his father’s son. 

Which meant he’d be Tedros’ brother. 

Impossible. 

He would have known. Someone would have told him. His mother. His 
father. Anyone. No secret like that could be kept for so long. 

“KEI!” Tedros blared, bludgeoning the door. 

Faint shouts echoed beyond it, as if they were miles away. 


He’d attacked the door for hours last night, shouting himself hoarse, 
waiting for someone to open it. It didn’t make any sense: his guard, Kei, 
had left through the very same door— 

Tedros’ heart stopped. Unless Kei locked me in. 

He thought back to their heartfelt conversation on these stairs. 

Why would Kei seal me in the dungeons? 

An oily dread coated Tedros’ throat. 

Did Gremlaine give Kei her key before she left? 

Have Kei and Gremlaine been working with the advisors all along? 

Tedros’ blood went hot. 

What were they doing while I was trapped? 

He battered the stone with renewed force — 

Shouts amplified outside the door, as if multiple voices were yelling at 
once. 

Tedros flattened onto his stomach and put his ear to the razor-thin slit at 
the bottom. 

“Tedros!” the voices called. 

“Get me out!” he yelled. 

“KEY!” 

Immediately Tedros fumbled his key ring from his pocket and pried the 
black key off it. He tried to slide it under the door, but it got stuck beneath 
the thick slab of stone. Tedros pressed his little finger through the crack, 
trying to flick the key to his rescuers. No luck. He put his mouth to the 
opening and tried to blow the key across— 

A piece of wire surged through the slit, stabbing his chin. Startled, 
Tedros watched the wire hook the top of the key and scrape it out the other 
end. The lock snapped and the door pulled open, revealing the shadows of 
Lancelot and Guinevere. 

“You know how long I’ve been in there!” Tedros spat, storming past 
them. “Find Kei and lock him in the jail until I return! I’m riding to the 
Four Point right now—” 

“Snake attacked the Four Point last night,” said Lancelot. 

Tedros whirled, midstride. 

“Almost killed the leaders of the four kingdoms,” Lancelot snarled, 
“along with Agatha, Sophie, and more than twenty other questers from your 
school while they were waiting for you to arrive.” 


Tedros spluttered: “Wait. Agatha was at the—” 

“You should have been there! I don’t care what the old wizard said! 
Should have just gone myself when I got word we were attacked!” Lancelot 
seethed. “But then we couldn’t find you—we’ve spent hours pounding on 
that door, with no idea if you were inside or hurt or—” 

“Dead!” Guinevere cut in, relief boiling to anger. “Do you know what 
you put us through!” 

“Is Agatha okay?” Tedros asked, paling. 

“I told you not to go into the dungeon without me! I told you to ride 
with me to the Four Point and be a king!” Lancelot harped. “Your father 
would have listened to me and not that old wizard! Your father would have 
trusted me! But you had to do things your way—” 

“Ts Agatha okay!” Tedros demanded. 

“Your classmates, your fellow rulers, your princess could all be dead 
because of your carelessness, Tedros!” Lancelot flayed. “Luckily, someone 
else came to their rescue.” 

Tedros felt like he’d been slammed over the head. “What? Who!” 

“Ask the leaders that were saved,” said the knight, pulling Guinevere 
away. “They”re all here.” 


Five minutes later, Tedros sat at the Round Table in the Map Room, 
surrounded by twenty Good and Evil leaders. 

“So let me get this straight,” said Tedros, crown askew and smelling like 
dungeon. “The Snake staged an execution at the Four Point to bait me into 
fighting him. A Snake who says he is my father’s son and Camelot’s 
rightful king. And then a Lion shows up in a mask and defeats him in 
battle.” Tedros leaned forward. “A Lion who is not me?” 

The onslaught came from every direction 

“The Snake says he’s Arthur’s eldest son!” cried the King of Jaunt Jolie. 

“He says he can pull Excalibur! That he’s the true heir!” added the Fairy 
Queen of Gillikin. 

“Is that why Excalibur is stuck in the stone? Because it’s waiting for 
him, not you?” the Ice Giant of Frostplains asked. 

“Even if he is the true heir, you can’t let him get near that sword!” the 
Queen of Jaunt Jolie gasped. 





“Nearly killed my dear friend and her little boys!” said the Duchess of 
Glass Mountain, touching the queen with her translucent hand. “If he pulls 
the sword and becomes king, nothing will stop him from murdering us all!” 

“If my sons had died because you failed to intervene—” the Queen of 
Jaunt Jolie said to Tedros, before she broke down. 

“Thank goodness for that Lion chap,” said the eight-armed Queen of 
Ooty. “He beat the Snake off!” 

“And here we thought you were the Lion,” the King of Bloodbrook 
growled at Tedros, swatting his paw at the floating maps that kept bumping 
into his head. 

“For weeks, we’ve begged you to intervene,” said the Queen of 
Ravenbow. “Instead, many of us were almost hanged on Camelot land 
while the king sits at home!” 

“Though, according to the Snake, you may not be king at all,” noted the 
Vizier of Kyrgios, stroking his gold-flecked beard. 

Tedros was about to implode. They were all right: he’d ignored them ... 
he’d failed them . . . he’d let the Snake go unchallenged . . . but not because 
he’d been sitting on his bum and eating cake. Ever since he stepped foot in 
this castle, he’d tried to make the right decisions: from encouraging the 
people to forgive his mother and Lance at his coronation . . . to prioritizing 
Camelot’s problems over those of other realms . . . to staying behind and 
serving his kingdom while Agatha went into the Woods. . . . Even last night, 
he was sure he’d chosen the right course. He’d followed Merlin’s and 
Dovey’s advice. He’d met with the advisors, trying to get answers. He’d 
done precisely what a king should do! And it had led him right into a trap: a 
trap that nearly killed his princess, killed his friends, and made him look 
like a coward. 

His whole life he’d thought being king was about doing Good. 

But now that he was king, Good kept leading him astray. 

Tedros could see Lancelot standing with his mother near the door. He’d 
told them to stay away from this meeting—that it was too dangerous 
revealing themselves when there was a bounty on their heads. But 
Guinevere hadn’t listened, insisting her son might need her. Nor had Lance, 
who was glowering at him, clearly still miffed and surely enjoying the sight 
of the young king spit-roasted by half the Woods’ leaders. 


1?? 


“If the Snake pulls Excalibur, we’re dead 
pressured. 

“How could Arthur have a secret son!” the Duke of Hamelin demanded. 

“How do we find this Lion! He’s the one we need!” urged the Queen of 
Jaunt Jolie. 

Tedros tried to quell his rage, spewing in all directions. He needed to 
think. 

Last night, those three shrews had warned him what was coming. 

“At the Four Point, the real story begins.” 

Somehow, they’d plotted with the Snake from prison to trap Tedros last 
night while the Snake attacked Tedros’ princess, his friends, and his allies. 

What must have Agatha thought, waiting at the gallows for him to 
come? 

And who was this Lion who had saved her? 

All he’d gleaned is that it was a boy his age who’d fought off the villain, 
then promptly disappeared. No one knew who he was. He’d asked no 
reward for his efforts. He hadn’t been seen since. 

So who could he be, then? In Agatha and Sophie’s world, beyond the 
Woods, heroes came out of nowhere, riding in on white horses to save fair 
maidens from Evil. But not here. Heroes had motives in the Woods. Heroes 
had a history. And this hero seemed to have neither. He certainly hadn’t 
come at Tedros’ behest. So why would he risk his life to save a bunch of 
strangers? Had he been rejected from the School for Good and was trying to 
get his name in a fairy tale? Had he read about his and Agatha’s troubles 
and was making a move on his queen? 

Dont be a Never, always seeing the worst, Tedros thought bitterly. 
Maybe he just like you, trying to do Good in this world. 

But no matter how much he told himself to be grateful, Tedros hated 
this boy for playing the part he should have played. For trying to do Good 
and actually succeeding. For showing him up like a fool. How was he 
supposed to prove himself the rightful king when there was a Snake in the 
Woods saying he wasn’t king and now an impostor Lion doing his job? He 
could feel his anger stoking again like wildfire while more voices shot at 
him from around the table, sharp as arrows, heckling and questioning— 

“Are you king or not?” 

“Who is this Lion!” 


the Empress of Putsi 


“If you won’t fight the Snake, he will!” 

“Be quiet,” said Tedros. 

No one listened. 

Tedros shot his gold fingerglow over their heads like a firework, 
scorching a hole through all the maps. 

“I SAID BE QUIET,” Tedros roared. 

The whole table fell silent. 

“Thought there was a ban on magic at Camelot,” Putsi’s empress 
peeped. 

A map smacked her in the head. 

“Listen to me and listen clearly. The Snake is /ying,” Tedros declared. 
“He says he’s King Arthur’s eldest son and rightful heir. If that were true, 
my father would have to have had a child before I was born. But my father 
was with my mother from the time he was a boy at school until he married 
her and she gave birth to me. It’s impossible my father would have another 
son. First of all, he loved my mother devotedly and would never betray her. 
Second, he would have never kept a secret like that from the woman he 
married nor from the son he groomed to be king. Whatever became of my 
father in his last years, he was a Good man—and an honest one. All of you 
know that to be true. It’s why your kingdoms turned to him to lead 
whenever Good and Evil faced a common threat. But there is more 
evidence that the Snake is lying. For instance, who would be the mother of 
this supposed heir? Certainly not my mother. And any other woman who’d 
have borne King Arthur’s son would have shouted it from the rooftops for 
gold or fame alone. And lastly, would a son of King Arthur—the king who 
fought to protect all of you—be out wreaking havoc and murdering my 
friends? This Snake is not my father’s son. This Snake is not my father’s 
heir. He cannot pull Excalibur.” His eyes went to Guinevere near the door. 
“Right, Mother?” 

The entire table turned to her. 

Guinevere blinked back. “Of course.” 

The group murmured agreement. Tedros tried to feel relief, but then he 
saw his mother’s eyes shift to the floor, her throat bobbing. 

Should have asked your mousy old mum, the advisors had said. She 
knows everything, no matter how dumb she plays... . 


But now Tedros could hear the Ice Giant and the King of Bloodbrook 
murmuring over whether there was still a reward for his mother’s and 
Lance’s heads. ... 

Tedros glared daggers at them. “This Snake is a lying mongrel and yet 
he’s managed to divide us right at the moment when we need each other 
most. Good and Evil may be at eternal war, but we must also come together 
when our world faces an outside threat—something my father understood 
and fought for. We cannot let the Snake tear us apart. We must join as allies, 
build an army that I will command, and destroy him once and for—” 

The door flew open, almost knocking Guinevere and Lancelot over, and 
a hawk and a horned owl whizzed into the room, spearing more holes in the 
maps, each bird carrying a scroll in its beak. The hawk dropped its scroll 
into the hands of the King of Foxwood and the owl dropped its message to 
the Prince of Mahadeva, both of whom opened them quickly. 

“Snake and his band of trolls broke into castle, took your daughter 
hostage,” the Foxwood king read, eyes wide. “Lion arrived and freed her. 
Trolls executed. Snake on the loose. ”” 

“Snakes werewolves fed three guards to the man-eating hills,” the 
Mahadeva prince read from his scroll. “Lion saved the rest.” 

A sparrow zipped through the door and dropped a note in the King of 
Camelot's lap. 

Tedros opened it. 

“Snake knows I’m on his tail. Hes coming for Camelot. Will try and 
take your kingdom by force. We must meet immediately and prepare for war. 
Name your time and place,”” he read out loud. “Signed, ‘Your Loyal 
Knight.” 

Tedros stared at it, speechless. 

“You ask us to build an army for you,” said the King of Bloodbrook. 
“When perhaps it’s the Lion who deserves such an army.” 

Tedros shook his head. “So-called ‘Lion,’ you mean. Because he’s lying 
too. I haven’t appointed any knights. My only knight is dead—” 

“Well, then this boy surely took it upon himself to replace him,” said the 
King of Jaunt Jolie. “Your father had his best knight defending his banner in 
the Woods. For a good while at least.” He glanced sourly at Lancelot, then 
back at the king. “In times like these, you need an ally you can trust. An 
ally like this Lion, who has already proven himself.” 


“I don’t even know who he is,” Tedros persisted. 

“Then Pll ride out with a full envoy to meet the Lion as he asks,” said 
the Duchess of Glass Mountain. 

“I will ride with you,” said the Queen of Ravenbow. “We should meet 
the one who’s fighting the Snake.” 

“The one doing a king’s job. Count me and my knights in too,” said the 
King of Foxwood— 

“Tl go,” said Tedros. 

The leaders turned to him. 

“What all of you say is true,” Tedros said, regaining his composure. 
“Whoever this so-called Lion is, he’s saved my princess and friends in the 
name of Camelot and is calling himself my knight. But he asked me to meet 
him—no one else—and I will oblige. The rest of you will stay here in the 
castle and make plans for battle. If the Snake is coming for Camelot soon, 
we must be ready to fight him.” 

Lancelot stepped forward. “Your Highness, you won’t be safe in the 
Woods alone. You don’t even know where the Snake is. He could ambush 
you with his army. It’s too risky—” 

“More risky to let this Snake spread lies and depend on a stranger to 
stop him. A stranger we know nothing about,” said Tedros. “When we were 
arguing about the Four Point, you were the one who told me to leave the 
castle and do my job as a king. Well, I’m taking your advice, Sir Lancelot. 
Pll go meet this Lion and if he is indeed a loyal ally to our cause, 1”11 bring 
him to fight in our army. I'll ride into the Woods tonight.” 

“Then you'll take me with you,” said Lancelot. 

“No,” Tedros ordered, for his mother’s sake. “You are needed here—” 

“A king must have a knight. You will take Lancelot,” said Guinevere’s 
voice. 

Tedros and Lancelot both spun to her, surprised. 

“Lancelot was your father’s best knight and champion. Taking Lance is 
what your father would have done and it’s what you must do too,” said 
Guinevere, standing tall. 

Whatever tension was in her face had been replaced with a firm resolve, 
leaving no room for negotiation. 

“I can’t leave you here alone, Mother. Not without him,” Tedros said, 
still stunned. In moments like this, she’d always chosen to protect Lancelot 


over her son. She’d always chosen to protect their love first. 

Guinevere turned to the leaders. “While the king and his knight ride into 
the Woods, Pll work with your kingdoms to build an army. This boy who 
calls himself the Lion is surely right. If the Snake’s attacks in the Woods are 
failing, he will come for Camelot with a vengeance. And he’ll do it soon to 
rob us of time to regain our strength. It doesn’t matter anymore what the 
king did or didn’t do at the Four Point. If Camelot falls to the Snake, he will 
not summon councils or build alliances or solicit your opinions. He has no 
respect for diplomacy, legitimacy, or the Truth. Many of you saw this 
firsthand when he tried to murder you and your families. That is just an 
inkling of what could lie in store for us all. If Camelot falls, then so will all 
of your realms. From here on out, we are either allies or enemies, and if we 
are enemies, Good and Evil are both doomed. Choose now.” 

Rulers mumbled to each other, giving her suspicious looks, but 
Guinevere cut them off. “As for your feelings about me, I was once a king’s 
wife. I know how to execute the work of a queen.” She looked right at the 
King of Bloodbrook and the Ice Giant of Frostplains. “And if the bounty on 
my head is worth more than the safety of your people, then by all means, 
strike the first blow.” 

Neither of the Never leaders said a word. The rest of the table gazed at 
Guinevere with fresh eyes, as did her son, who knew all too well how easy 
it was to misjudge her. The only sounds in the room were the impatient 
tweets of the Lion’s sparrow, waiting for a reply to take back to his sender. 

“Then it’s decided,” said Tedros, turning to his colleagues. “I will ride 
to meet this ‘Lion’ and the rest of you will remain at Camelot to prepare for 
war. My stewards will show you to your rooms. Summit dismissed.” 

The leaders dispersed, giving both the king and his mother small nods 
as they left. Tedros tucked the Lion’s sparrow messenger into his pocket 
and sewed up the holes in the floating maps with his fingerglow before he 
glanced up and saw that the room had emptied, save for his mother and 
Lancelot, embracing in the corner. 

Tedros came up behind them. “Thank you for helping me. Both of you. 
When it came to protecting the kingdom, I know how much my father 
trusted you as his knight, Sir Lancelot. It’s time I did the same. You are now 
my knight too.” 

Lancelot met the young king’s gaze. “We ride tonight, Your Highness.” 


Guinevere lifted her head from Lancelot’s arms, her eyes red and 
scared, looking between her son and her true love. 

“Bring him back safe,” she said. 

Tedros didn’t know who she was talking about. 

And he didn’t ask. 


Tedros blew gently on the black ink until it was dry. He’d rewritten the 
scroll a few times to make sure his handwriting looked especially regal. 


SHERWOOD FOREST TOMORROW 
6:00 PM. 
at MARIAN’S ARROW 
PASSWORD is “LITTLE JOHN” 
—KING TEDROS of CAMELOT 


A cool breeze sifted into his bedroom through the open balcony door. 
Tedros rolled up the parchment, stamped a wax seal of Camelot’s crest, and 
tucked the message into the sparrow’s feet. He fed the tiny courier a scrap 
of toast, and leaning out the balcony, he sent it flying into violet evening. 

Sherwood Forest was the only possible place to meet this so-called 
Lion. For one thing, it was less than a day’s ride from Camelot. But more 
importantly, the Forest was a secure stronghold guarded by Robin Hood and 
his Merry Men, its routes so dense that the Snake or his minions couldn’t 
possibly attack there. Luckily, Tedros’ father had a long-standing alliance 
with Robin Hood, so the king and the Lion could convene safely—and 
privately—at Marian’s Arrow, where the door was password protected and 
where everyone knew the only rule of the pub: what happens inside stays 
inside. 

Standing at the balcony, Tedros watched the twilight cast shadows on 
the Pool Garden. King Arthur hadn’t wanted his bedroom smelling of 
flowers, so he’d had the royal gardens ripped up and replaced with a 
landscape of reflecting pools, some small, some big, in a variety of shapes, 
with a maze of paths swirling around them. Tedros could remember running 
about as a boy in wet shorts, hopping in and out of pools, chasing his 
mother, who was always one step ahead of him. 


The king took a deep breath, his first after the fever of the day. When 
the unexpected summit was over, he’d managed a quick bath and wolfed 
down a dinner of steak, broccoli, and sweet potatoes, pounding down 
double portions so he’d be ready for the ride to come. His stewards were 
preparing the horses with Lancelot and packing bags of provisions; 
Agatha’s maids, who’d been acting like headless chickens without Lady 
Gremlaine or Agatha to direct them, were put to work cleaning swords. 

Tedros was about to close his balcony door when he noticed a shadow 
sitting out on the stone bench by the biggest reflecting pool. He stepped out 
on the terrace and walked down the steps, passing a guard stationed at the 
entrance. In the dark, he could hardly see the thin path around the pools. 

“Hello,” he said, coming up behind the shadow. 

His mother smiled up at him, barefoot on the bench. 

“When are you leaving?” she asked. 

“Soon,” said Tedros, sitting beside her. 

“Did you—” 

“Eat? Believe it or not, if you don’t worry about me eating, I will still 
do it. And in sufficient quantities over the past six months to make the 
cooks despise me as much as the guards do. Which is . . . a lot.” 

His mother sighed. “They weren’t especially fond of you as a child 
either.” 

“Thanks, Mother,” said Tedros. 

They both looked at each other and cracked up. 

Slowly their laughter trailed off. 

“I wish I’d been here instead of hiding with Merlin and Lance these past 
months,” said Guinevere. “The reason I came back to Camelot in the first 
place was to stop hiding after all these years. To help you be king. I can’t 
imagine how hard it’s been for you.” 

“Ive gotten used to not having parents, to be honest,” Tedros said. 

His mother sat quietly, watching the wind sweep across the pools. 

“When I’m gone, keep your eye on the guards,” said Tedros. “No one 
can find Kei. The guard who locked me in. The other guards say they’ve 
never even heard of anyone by that name. But I don’t know what’s Truth 
and Lies anymore. Nor do I know who to trust. If anyone tries to kill you 
for the bounty, you’ll have nobody to help you.” 


“The price on my head is the furthest thing from my mind right now,” 
his mother said, dipping her foot in the pool. “But I’ve learned my lessons 
about trust. When I was queen, I snuck out of the castle every night for 
months to see Lance. I had to figure out which guards would keep my 
secret. In the end, I chose the wrong one. That’s how your father found 
out.” 

Tedros glanced at her, surprised. It was the first time she’d ever talked 
so honestly about deceiving his father. 

“Sometimes I worry about whether you know who to trust, though,” 
said Guinevere. “You seemed to have grown close to Lady Gremlaine while 
I was gone.” 

Tedros flinched. She was talking about that moment in the Hall of Kings 
when she, Merlin, and Dovey had returned. His mother’s first image of her 
son after six months of being away was seeing him coddled by a woman 
she hated. 

“I was surprised she was still in the castle,” said Guinevere briskly. “I 
thought you were going to fire her after the coronation.” 

“I needed her, Mother,” said Tedros, heating up. “The people were 
revolting, there was a bounty on your head, the kingdom was falling 
apart. . . . I needed someone who the people had faith in. Someone who 
could help me. No one was here—” 

“Agatha was here for you. That wasn’t enough?” said his mother. 

“I was trying to protect her from all that. It’s why I kept Lady 
Gremlaine in the castle,” said Tedros, defensively. “When you were queen, 
you ran away with Lance and hid from the world. You abandoned your 
responsibilities for love. But I have to balance my responsibilities with love. 
That's what makes me different from you. Because what Agatha and I 
have... it isn’t a mockery like whatever you had with Dad.” 

Guinevere exhaled as if he’d socked her in the chest. 

“It wasn’t a mockery,” she said. 

“It wasn’t love. Let’s agree on that,” said Tedros. “If it were love, I 
wouldn’t have spent my whole life trying to figure out what love is. I 
wouldn’t wake up every day desperate to keep it now that I’ve found it. You 
can’t fathom how alone I felt, knowing my mother’s true love wasn’t my 
father. And every day I’m not with Agatha, that loneliness comes back. 


Because she’s the only person who has ever fought for me when I’m down. 
Everyone else just runs. You included.” 

His mother said nothing. 

“If it makes you feel better, you were right about Gremlaine,” Tedros 
mumbled. “Pretty sure she was conspiring with the advisors the whole 
time.” 

“I doubt that,” his mother said softly, almost to herself. “As little as I 
care for Lady Gremlaine, she cared for the Mistral Sisters even less. If I 
hadn’t fired her back when I was queen, she would have made sure Arthur 
never brought them into the castle. So we all paid a price for our mistakes 
in the end.” 

Tedros frowned, the plot he’d worked out in his head between Lady 
Gremlaine and those three hags suddenly growing fuzzy. .. . 

“Do you know where she lives?” he asked. “Lady Gremlaine?” 

Guinevere paused. “No.” 

It was pitch-dark now, save the torchlight coming from the windows of 
the castle behind them. Tedros could hardly see his mother’s face anymore. 

“Did the Mistrals tell you anything? About what they did with the 
money?” his mother asked. 

“No. They hid it somewhere, though. That’s for sure.” Tedros hesitated, 
picking at his nails. “They did say you know more than you’re letting on. 
That you’re playing dumb.” 

His mother pulled her toes out of the pool and slipped both feet back 
into her slippers, about to leave. 

Tedros grabbed her shoulder. “Why did you fire Lady Gremlaine? 
Please. I need to know.” 

Guinevere’s shadow was very still. Finally she slackened, as if there 
was no running from this anymore. “She grew too close to your father, 
Tedros. This was before you were born. Gremlaine had always been in love 
with him—the whole kingdom knew that—so when he came back from 
school with me on his arm, she absolutely loathed me. To the point that I 
never drank from any glass she offered, fearing it was poisoned.” 

Tedros’ eyes bulged. “She was in love with him? Before I was born? 
But then that means—” 

“No, she did not have his child, Tedros,” said Guinevere testily, pulling 
away. “That’s why I didn’t want to talk about this. Because I knew you’d 


jump to conclusions. Do you really think I’d keep that secret from you? If I 
knew you had an elder brother? If I knew you weren’t the rightful king? 
Your father would have told me. Arthur had his faults, but he was not a liar 
and he was not a cheat. Which is more than you might say about me. But 
this is the truth: you are king. No matter what any Snake says.” 

Tedros looked down, his crown sinking deeper on his head. 

“It’s time you knew the whole story,” Guinevere continued. “I told 
Arthur to fire Gremlaine, but he wouldn’t. Not that I was worried about 
Arthur betraying me. He was too honest a man and too in love with me to 
ever do anything like that. It’s why I know the Snake is lying. Still, I didn’t 
want to watch Lady Gremlaine continue fawning over him so openly. It was 
infuriating, for one thing, and for another, people were starting to talk. So I 
had her moved to the White Tower early in my reign so we would see as 
little of her as possible. Our paths rarely crossed that year you were born. 
Even with her out of sight, though, I could feel her lurking, always 
insinuating herself between your father and I. After you were born, I finally 
convinced Arthur to let me fire her. It wasn’t easy... .” 

His mother was still talking, but Tedros felt that slimy feeling in his 
throat again. “There’s a strange guest room in the White Tower,” he said, 
interrupting her. “It connects to Lady Gremlaine’s old roo—” 

“I'm aware,” said Guinevere, anticipating him. “Your father had it built 
right after you were born to house a blind seer who painted your coronation 
portrait and wanted privacy during the week he was painting it. It adjoined 
to Lady Gremlaine’s in case the seer needed her assistance.” His mother 
paused. “Even so, there was something about that room I never liked. When 
the seer left, I made your father give me the only key to it. It’s why you 
have the key on your ring instead of Lady Gremlaine. All of this means that 
your father never could have used that room while we were married, 
Tedros. So whatever theories you’ve conjured in your head, you can let go 

“Then how did she get in that day?” Tedros asked. 

Guinevere’s shadow straightened. “Who?” 

“Lady Gremlaine. I was trying to hide from the guards. I locked the 
door to that room, but somehow she got in. She pretended I hadn’t locked it. 
But I know I did. She had a key. She had to have had a key.” 


Slowly Guinevere turned towards the castle, lit by its faint glow, the 
tightness in her face returning. 

Tedros stared at her. “Mother, where does Lady Gremlaine live?” 

Guinevere shook her head. “Nottingham. Tedros, stop. Nothing 
happened. You’re confusing Lies with Truth,” she said, turning to him. 
“Focus on finding—” 

But her son was already gone, leaping between pools as he ran, like 
he’d done all those years ago as achild.... 

Only this time he left his mother behind. 


=> 22 > 
AGATHA 
The Mysteries of a Name 


** Here comes the Prude Brigade,” Sophie groaned, fresh-faced and glowy 


in a blue-and-gold caftan, her giant hoop earrings shimmering in the 
afternoon sun. “Just because he kissed me doesn't mean I have the faintest 
clue who he is.” 

“Because, really, who needs to know who they’re kissing?” Agatha 
snapped next to her. 





“Girls, let’s focus on what’s important,” Professor Dovey frowned, her 
face magnified inside the bubble over the dining table, wobbling from the 
ship’s bumpy course. “The Snake is still at large and coming for Camelo—” 

“Is it my fault your dear Teddy didn’t show up to save us?” Sophie 
puffed in Agatha’s direction. “Is 1t my fault your king is derelict in his 
duties? Don’t blame me for being swept off my feet by a hero who actually 
knows how to do his job.” 

“We don’t even know who he is! You don’t even know his name!” 
Agatha blared. 

“Does knowing Tedros’ name make him any more competent or useful? 
No, it doesn’t,” Sophie said, inhaling her rose luxuriously. “Say what you 
want about your Lion but this Lion adores me, shows up on time, and 
smells like a red-blooded man.” 

“Right, because your nose for men is so reliable!” Agatha barked. 

“Keep your voices down!” Professor Dovey said. “The last thing we 
need is word getting out that while the Woods is crumbling and a villain is 
on the loose, a Dean of our school is kissing nameless boys!” 

“Less a Prude Brigade and more a Prude Police,” Sophie murmured. 

Agatha subtly turned her head towards the galley. With all the new 
questers rescued onto the /graine after the Four Point battle, the ship’s 
interior was chock-full. Luckily no one was listening to her and Sophie. 
Beatrix and Reena were sniffling and writing letters of condolence to 
Millicent’s relatives, while Dot was at the window whispering to Agatha’s 
courier crow, which had Camelot’s official ring around its neck. Hester and 
Anadil were tending to Kiko’s burns, Vex’s mangled ear, and ten other 
injured questers in a makeshift hospital; bandaged-up Hort was barking at 
the enchanted pot to make him a sandwich (it made broccoli instead); 
Nicola was studying Sophie’s Quest Map (that Sophie had let Nicola 
borrow it at all was proof their friendship had come a long way); and 
through the bathroom door, Agatha could see Bogden and Willam poring 
over a round of tarot cards on the floor. 

“Agatha’s right. It matters who this boy is,” said Professor Dovey. “Not 
just because we need him on our side, but also because we need to know 
what he wants—” 

“I told you. He wants me,” said Sophie, still fussing with her rose. 

“A boy doing Good deeds to impress an Evil Dean?” Dovey said. 


“Good boys love bad girls. Everyone my age knows that,” Sophie bit 
back. 

“If he’s so Good, then why haven’t I seen him before?” Dovey hounded. 
“Tt is a truth universally acknowledged that a boy in possession of a Good 
character must want to come to my school. Yet, despite the fact I review 
thousands of applications for prospective Evers each year, I’ve never seen 
this ‘Lion’ in my life. And I’ve had a good look at his face—” 

The Dean seemed to move her ball because the field of view turned 
upside down, veering around Sophie’s quarters in the School Master’s 
tower, which the wolves were violently remodeling while Professor Manley 
supervised—thankfully Sophie didn’t notice—before the crystal ball settled 
on the Storian’s painting of a tan, copper-haired boy kissing Sophie. 

Dovey turned the crystal ball back on herself. “I had the fairies copy the 
boy’s image and without giving details, I asked all the teachers and students 
of both schools if they recognized him. No one has ever seen this boy 
before. Not a single person. Which, given his accomplishments and skills 
last night, seems rather impossible. There is something familiar in his face, 
though . . . something I can’t quite put my finger on—” 

She coughed hard, clutching her chest, upending the ball. As it resettled, 
Agatha noticed the black ridges under Dovey’s eyes had grown deeper, her 
face seemingly older overnight. 

“Professor, I know you want us to retrieve the rest of the quest teams,” 
said Agatha, “but you don’t sound well—” 

“We can come back to school and help you,” Sophie agreed, suddenly 
alert. “That’s my quest as Dean—” 

“No, your quest is to follow my orders. Besides, I’m fine, though my 
crystal ball is running out of time for today, so pay attention,” Dovey 
insisted, her voice still shaky. “After what’s happened with Millicent and 
Chaddick, I don’t want any more students hurt. Find the remaining quest 
teams immediately, bring them onto the /graine, and return them to the 
School for Good and Evil, where they’ll be safe. Also, I’ve spoken to 
Guinevere. More of the Snake’s attacks have been foiled by the Lion in 
Mahadeva and Foxwood. With the Lion on his tail, the Snake will surely 
storm Camelot and try to take it by force. If Camelot falls to the Snake, so 
will all the kingdoms of the Woods. Guinevere is working with Good and 
Evil leaders to quickly build an army to defend Camelot from the Snake and 


his mercenaries. Tedros, meanwhile, is riding out with Lancelot to meet the 
Lion tonight and find out who he is. If this Lion is indeed a loyal ally, he 
will be a crucial asset in fighting the Snake when he and his army assault 
the castle.” 

“Tedros is riding into the Woods?” Agatha asked, bolting straighter. 

“The Lion is meeting him?” Sophie asked, perking up. 

“Where?” the two girls overlapped, then glanced at each other, 
frowning. 

“Sherwood Forest,” said Professor Dovey. “It’s the only safe space near 
Camelot where the Snake can’t get to Tedros—” 

“Mmm, not so safe anymore,” said a voice. 

Agatha, Sophie, and Dovey raised their heads. 

Dot held up soggy parchment, stamped with the Sheriff of Nottingham’s 
seal. “Since Agatha hasn’t been using her courier crow, I sent Daddy a note 
after the Four Point telling him I was safe. He’s sent back a letter saying 
those eely, snaky things were spotted around Nottingham last night. They 
haven’t attacked anyone or done anything bad, but they’re slipping in and 
out of people’s houses as if they’re searching for someone. If the Snake’s in 
Nottingham, that’s next to Sherwood Forest, where Tedros and the Lion are 
meeting.” 

Sophie blinked at her. “You eavesdropped on everything we were 
saying?” 

“Eavesdropped? You were yelling,” said Beatrix, looking up. 

“About the Lion,” said Anadil. 

“And the kiss,” said Nicola. 

“And how you don’t know his name,” said Hort, stonefaced. 

“Sophie kisses Rafal, Sophie kisses Tedros, now Sophie kisses Lion 
with No Name,” said Kiko. “My mother said kiss too many boys and you 
turn into a snail.” 

“Preach,” said Hester. 

Sophie pursed her lips. 

Dovey suddenly looked worried. “Scims in Nottingham? Girls, there 
were over a dozen Good and Evil leaders at the Camelot summit. All of 
them know Tedros and Lancelot are riding to meet the Lion in Sherwood 
Forest tonight. One of them could be a spy for the Snake. If so, the Snake 
might try to attack Tedros in Nottingham before he loses him in the Forest!” 


Dovey cast open her Quest Map, inspecting it. “Looks like Tedros is already 
close to the Nottingham border. A message won’t reach him in time. And 
Merlin hasn’t answered any of my letters so I don’t even know where he is. 
If Tedros is ambushed, itll fall on Lancelot alone to protect him!” She 
swiveled to the girls. “But your crew has the advantage of numbers. It’s our 
only option. You must find him before he meets the Lion and warn him he 
may have been betrayed—” 

“We’ll set our course to Nottingham at once,” said Agatha nervously. 

“We can’t let him be attacked!” Dovey pressed. 

“We’ll save the Lion like he saved us—” Sophie breathed. 

“She means Tedros, you idiot!” Agatha shot back. 

“Right. Of course,” said Sophie tightly. 

“Get to Nottingham, girls! Quickly!” said Dovey, the image of her face 
starting to fade. “Keep Tedros safe and bring him to Camelot. You must not 
fail! My crystal ball resets at midnight, so P’11—” 

She vanished midsentence like a ghost. 

“Really, that crystal ball is a menace,” said Sophie. 

Agatha whirled towards her. “We need to talk—” 

Sophie was already standing. “We’ll do a nice catch-up over tea and 
those vile chocolate cookies you love,” she said, hustling away. “But you 
need to set the ship’s course and Kiko is desperate to speak to me, so it’ll 
have to be another time. ...” 


Tedros riding into the Woods . . . Tedros meeting the Lion . . . the Snake 
looking for him... 

Agatha’s heart hammered as she hurried onto the deck and gripped the 
captain’s wheel. She had to get to Tedros before the Snake did— 

“Fly to Nottingham!” Agatha commanded. 

The ship rocked backwards, knocking her off her feet. 

She heard screams from the galley as the /graine pulled out of the sea, 
the ivory sails catching the wind, and launched straight upwards, like a 
balloon cut from its string, soaring up, up, up, until it leveled off, 
surrounded by puffy sunlit clouds. The /graine pivoted west, as if setting its 
course, and zoomed into the horizon with smooth, comfortable speed. 

Agatha lumbered off the floor, hearing groans and shouts inside the 
ship. 


“You could have warned us!” someone hollered. 

“Good job, Captain!” heckled someone else. 

Agatha ignored them, watching the /graine plow out of the cloud tunnel 
and into open sky. She should go and check on her crew—that was the 
Good thing to do—but her nerves were frayed, her body exhausted, and all 
she could think about was finding her prince. 

A sense of déja vu swept over her. Because last night she was sure she’d 
found her prince. When that masked Lion freed her, she’d felt so relieved 
and protected, back in her true love’s arms. But it wasn’t her true love and 
instead she’d watched the boy she thought was hers . . . kiss Sophie. 

The shock of the Lion pulling off his mask and not being Tedros had left 
her reeling. Yet instead of being thankful to this so-called Lion or comforted 
that he’d saved them when Tedros hadn’t, Agatha wanted nothing to do 
with him. Why? Why wasn’t she happy that Sophie had found a new 
romance and their team a new ally? Why was her blood boiling as if this 
boy were a villain instead of a friend? 

Was it because Sophie was back to her old princessey self, mooning 
over boys she barely knew? No... . that wasn’t it. Sophie hadn’t sought out 
this Lion like she’d once sought out a prince. This boy had dropped into 
their story and kissed her out of the blue. 

Maybe that’s what was irritating her: that some boy would kiss her best 
friend as his reward for a Good deed. No... . that wasn’t it either. Most 
Everboys claimed to do Good for Good’s sake, but in the end, let’s face it: it 
was usually to get a girl. 

No, deep down, Agatha knew what was really bothering her. 

It was that Sophie was right. 

The Lion had done Tedros’ job: not just last night, but now the Lion was 
heading off the Snake in other kingdoms. He’d swooped in like a hero and 
beat back the enemy, like she’d tried to—only, unlike her, he’d actually 
succeeded. 

He’d been Tedros’ champion better than she’d ever be. 

What would Tedros think of this boy who so effortlessly did what he 
hadn’t done? What she couldn’t do either? What must Tedros be thinking, 
going to meet him? 

That it’s time he act like a king, the voice inside her retorted. But its too 
late. 


No, it's not, Agatha fired back. He is king. And I'll help him prove it. 

Once she and Tedros were reunited, everything would be fixed. They’d 
fight the Snake at each other’s side just like they’d once fought Rafal. 
They’d be a team again, stronger together than apart. 

And as for this Lion .. . well, he could fight with them too. 

Because having three people in your story always works out well, the 
voice inside her said. 

Agatha squashed it. 

Just get to Tedros, she told herself. 

“Where are we going to land?” a voice asked. “Nottingham’s 
landlocked.” 

Agatha turned to see Nicola striding purposefully onto the deck, the 
necklace with Sophie’s gold vial dangling off her fingers. 

“We’ll figure it out when we get there,” said Agatha. “Sorry about the 
takeoff. Everyone okay?” 

“Willam puked again and we had to put him down for a nap, which he 
probably needs since he keeps insisting that he can use tarot cards to 
communicate with the dead. Meanwhile, Bogden’s creepily sidling up to 
people and asking everyone if they saw the Lion’s face and whether he’s 
handsome, as if that matters. Think those two had a little too much 
lemonade at lunch. Rest of the crew is fine, though a bunch of them are too 
injured from their quests to come ashore in Nottingham; we’ ll have to leave 
them on the ship. But forget all that,” said Nicola, breathless. “I found 
something... .” 

She opened the gold vial on the necklace and poured out its contents, 
forming the magical Quest Map. 

“See anything different?” Nicola asked. 

Agatha peered at the Quest Map and its fourth-year figurines, spread 
across the kingdoms. At first, her eyes went to CHADDICK and 
MILLICENT, both crossed out and dripping with blood. 

TEDROS, meanwhile, was streaking out of Camelot, and was only a 
short distance from Nottingham, the gateway into Sherwood Forest. His 
name was red, the way it had been since the first time Agatha had seen the 
map. The names aboard the /graine were red too, including AGATHA and 
SOPHIE, which was no surprise, since the Snake was still at large— 

Agatha’s eyes widened. 


“Hold on,” she said. “Why aren’t these teams red?” 

She pointed at GRONK’s quest team in Mahadeva... FLAVIA’s team 
in Foxwood... 

“More of the Snake 5 attacks have been foiled by the Lion in Mahadeva 
and Foxwood.” . . .That’s what Dovey had said in the dining room. 

There was another team turning blue now, before her very eyes... 
JACOB’s group in Pifflepaff Hills, a kingdom west of Mahadeva and 
Foxwood ...a kingdom adjacent to Nottingham. ... 

“Look closer,” said Nicola. 

Agatha saw it and gasped. 

A figurine separating from JACOB’s quest team, headed towards 
Nottingham. 

A figurine in a Lion mask. 

But that wasn’t all. 

There was a name beneath it. 

RHIAN. 

“His name is... Rhian?” Agatha breathed. 

“That's what you're focused on? His name?” said Nicola. “Not the fact 
this Lion boy has suddenly appeared on our school’s Quest Map?” 

Agatha goggled at her, understanding. “But that means he’s a student at 
the School for Good and Evil... . That means he’s a fourth year... .” 

“If there was a fourth year in your class named Rhian, wouldn’t you 
know who he is? Wouldn’t everyone on this ship?” Nicola asked. “Hort and 
I asked the whole crew. No one’s heard that name before.” 

“But how else could he be on the Quest Map if he’s not a student at the 
school?” said Agatha. 

“Well, whoever he is, the Storian recognizes him. Plus, he’s fixing 
students’ quests,” said Nicola, watching RHIAN streak away from 
JACOB’S team, which finished turning blue. “Are you sure you’ve never 
heard the name before?” 

Agatha shook her head, stumped. “‘Rhian’ means nothing to me. 
Nothing at all.” 

“Well, maybe it'll mean something to his new girlfriend,” said Nicola. 

Both of them looked towards the galley, hearing lovedrunk humming 
from a cabin below. 


Agatha thumped on the door. 

“Pretend to be talking to me!” she heard Sophie whisper inside. “Maybe 
she’ll go away!” 

“But we don’t even like each other!” Kiko protested. 

“Shhh! Just talk!” 

“About what! Willam was going to read my tarot cards—he said he 
could communicate with Tristan from beyond and then you grabbed me and 
told me you had to show me something in your room—” 

“Tristan? Sounds lovely. Tell me about him,” Sophie simpered. 

“He’s dead!” 

Agatha kicked in the door. “Get out, Kiko.” 

“She kidnapped me!” Kiko peeped, fluttering away. 

Sophie backed against her bed frame, sheets wrapped protectively 
around her, the Lion’s rose in her hair. “I know you’re mad he kissed me, 
Aggie—” 

“Tedros is about to meet this Lion, and the Snake may be about to kill 
them both. Pm not mad about kisses. I want answers,” said Agatha, 
occupying the edge of the king-sized bed. She scanned the aggressively 
masculine chamber with a leopard-skin rug, dark wood finishes, and old 
maritime relics, which now smelled of sweet lavender and was crammed 
with Sophie’s dresses, beauty creams, and vast array of shoes. It was 
supposed to be the captain’s quarters, but both Agatha and Sophie knew 
from the moment they saw it that even if Agatha was captain of this ship, it 
was Sophie who would be staying here. 

“Tell me what he said to you,” Agatha ordered. 

“It’s private,” Sophie snipped. 

“Well, so is my room, so how about I move you in with Hort?” 

“You wouldn’t dare.” 

“Wonder what he sleeps in since you stole his frog pajamas.” 

Sophie threw a pillow at her. It missed. 

“Look, he said he knows about me from our fairy tale and hasn’t been 
able to stop thinking about me,” Sophie boasted, tightening her ponytail. 
“He came to protect me.” 

“And that’s all?” said Agatha. 

Sophie hesitated. 

“Maybe Beatrix has room in her bed,” said Agatha. 


“And they call me the witch,” Sophie retorted. “He also said he’s a 
humble servant of Camelot, come to protect its king and his princess, and 
that he would fight until his dying breath to make sure the rightful king 
weds his rightful queen. Happy?” 

Agatha stared at her. “He said that?” 

Sophie picked at a loose thread in her caftan. “He wants to be Lancelot 
to Tedros’ Arthur. He wants to see you and Teddy married. That’s why he 
really came to save us, okay? Because of you and Teddy. Everything is 
always about you and Teddy. I’m just the girl he has a crush on at the 
moment.” Sophie balled her knees to her chest. “There could be a thousand 
other girls like me, for all I know, Aggie. A thousand other roses in a 
thousand other kingdoms. One for his every Good deed.” 

Agatha could see the anxious pink spots on Sophie’s cheeks . . . the way 
she was curling into herself like she used to their first year at school, 
whenever Sophie talked about her future prince. .. . 

“You really like him, don’t you?” Agatha said, surprised. 

Sophie sighed. “I’m completely happy on my own. I don’t need a boy, 
so don’t make it sound like I do. Nor do I believe in love at first sight 
anymore or even true love for that matter. Not after Teddy and Rafal taught 
me that loving any boy only leads to them disappointing you once you 
realize that they’re boring or immature or an axe murderer. But this boy 
came out of nowhere when I least expected it and even though he didn’t say 
we’d meet again, I keep thinking about how nice it’d be to have a proper 
date where he picks me up and I wear my furs and boots and we dine on 
cog au vin so I can ask what his father does for a living and what he does 
when he’s not saving people and why he liked me in our fairy tale when I 
behaved quite badly most of the time, but . . .” She sank into the pillows. “I 
can’t really like him. I don’t even know his name.” 

“Rhian,” said Agatha. 

Sophie bolted back up. “What?” 

“His name is Rhian.” 

Agatha drew Sophie’s vial from her pocket and deployed the Quest 
Map. Sophie followed Agatha’s fingertip to the Lion-masked figurine, 
riding towards Nottingham. Sophie turned sickly pale— 

“That can’t be his name!” 

“So you have heard it,” said Agatha, eyes flaring. 


“Professor Sader mentioned that name once,” Sophie said quickly. 
“Rhian was the name of Rafal’s twin brother!” 

“The School Master’s brother? The Good one?” said Agatha. “He's...” 

“*.. alive?” Sophie said. 

The two girls gaped at each other. 

“Impossible,” said Agatha. “We saw the Good School Master’s ghost 
take over Professor Sader’s body our first year. They both were destroyed. 
Professor Sader and Rhian. Forever.” 

“Unless Rhian’s ghost came back somehow and took a younger form,” 
said Sophie. “Like Rafal.” 

“But Rhian cant come back. Just like Rafal can’t come back,” said 
Agatha, shaking her head. “Not even the strongest magic could do that.” 

“So maybe this Rhian is the Good School Master’s son? Dads name 
their sons after them, don’t they? Narcissistic ones at least.” 

“His son? If the Good School Master had a son, don’t you think we 
would have known about it before now? Wouldn’t he have helped us fight 


Rafal?” 
Sophie shook her head. “So it’s just a coincidence.” 
“Must be... ,” said Agatha skeptically. 


“Igraine landing! Nottingham ahead!” Nicola’s voice echoed above. 

“Hurry! Rhian and Tedros are meeting soon. We need to find Tedros—” 
said Agatha, yanking Sophie off the bed. 

“And I need to find out who this Rhian is that’s going around kissing 
girls and not writing them the next day,” Sophie puffed. 

“After we help Tedros,” Agatha growled. 

The /graine hit land with an earth-shaking crash— 

Agatha seized Sophie in her arms, hugging her tight as debris and 
clothes and shoes showered over them and the ship tremored until, at last, 
the room went quiet and still again. They could hear the commands and 
bootsteps of crew preparing to disembark. 

“Come on,” said Agatha, pulling Sophie towards the door. 

“Aggie?” 

Agatha turned. 

“Maybe it’ll all work out. You with Teddy, me with Rhian, whoever he 
is. Our own versions of Arthur and Lancelot, with Camelot great again,” 


Sophie breathed hopefully. “What if that’s our Ever After? What if that’s 
our perfect ending?” 

“Well, for one thing, Arthur and Lancelot finished with Lance betraying 
Arthur and Arthur wanting him dead,” said Agatha, dragging Sophie behind 
her. “And if there’s one thing I know, Sophie . . . it’s that you and I don’t get 
to have perfect endings.” 


e. 23 1 
THE COVEN 
The Sheriff’s Daughter 


When it came time to land, the /graine didn’t have a port to dock in and 
its captain was below deck, so the ship made its own decision and thumped 
down in front of Nottingham Prison, crushing a statue of a fat, bearded 
Sheriff beneath its hull. 

A few pigeons scattered. 

No sounds came from the jail. 

“Daddy won’t be happy,” said Dot, blinking over the rail. 

Hester took in the deserted scene. “Where is everyone? You’d think 
flying ships land here every day.” 





“Jail’s pretty empty,” Dot explained. “Daddy and his men are so focused 
looking for Robin Hood that anyone else they put in there usually escapes.” 
“Good Sheriff,” said Anadil, her rats snickering. 


“He’s caught Robin before. He’ll catch him again,” Dot defended. 
“When he caught Robin, Dad was so happy. He told me I was pretty, bought 
me cakes and dresses, and didn’t have a care in the world. But then when 
Robin escaped...” 

Her eyes clouded over. 

“But how did Robin escape?” Anadil pushed. 

“Oh, look! Bertie!” Dot said, waving over the rail. “Hi, Bertie!” 

She beamed down at a filthy old man who’d rushed out the door of the 
jail to check on the commotion. He had no shirt, his pants were falling 
down, and he was sucking on a lit cigar. 

“Any Robin sightings lately?” Dot asked cheerily. 

The old man cursed at her and went back inside. 

Dot smiled. “He’s such a good friend.” 

A few minutes later, the crew gathered before their captain on sandy 
dirt, the /graine in shadow behind them. A soft rain fell, the cloudy glow 
over Nottingham draining fast. Still, they could see downhill to the quiet 
village below, bounded on the north side by the rich greenery of Sherwood 
Forest. 

“Tedros and Lancelot are heading towards Sherwood Forest to meet the 
Lion,” said Agatha. “According to the Quest Map, Tedros will soon reach 
Nottingham on his way there. But scims were spotted here in Nottingham 
last night. Surely it’s because the Snake sees a chance to attack Tedros 
before he gets to Sherwood Forest, where the Snake can’t follow him 
inside. Sophie and I will use the Quest Map to find Tedros before the Snake 
does—” 

“And the Lion,” Sophie chimed in. “We’ll look for him too.” 

Agatha glared at her. Sophie pursed her lips. 

“The rest of you search Nottingham for scims,” Agatha continued. “If 
the Sheriff spotted those eels last night, that means the Snake is here 
somewhere. If you find him, cast your glow into the sky as a signal. Don’t 
try to fight him on your own.” Agatha scanned the group. “Understood?” 

The questers dispersed. Ravan’s team went with Vex’s to explore the 
hill around the jail. Beatrix, Reena, and Kiko teamed up to search the area 
bordering Sherwood Forest. Bogden and Willam took the Nottingham 
school, Hort and Nicola headed towards the outer cottages, and Hester and 
Anadil followed Dot into the center of town. 





“Daddy will know where the scims were. We have to get to my house,” 
said Dot as they passed a billboard with a flattering painting of the beefy 
Sheriff chasing an ogrish-looking Robin Hood, about to snare him in a big, 
gray sack. The sign read: “WELCOME TO NOTTINGHAM, LAND OF 
LAW AND ORDER.” “Can’t wait for you to meet Daddy. I’ve told him all 
about you.” 

“Since when are you so chipper about ‘Daddy’?” Anadil scorned. “The 
way you talk about him, calling you a failure and a loser, he sounds like a 
demeaning, belittling mope. And that’s coming from me.” 

“Well, he appreciates me more now,” said Dot cryptically. 

Hester tuned out whenever Dot talked about her dysfunctional 
relationship with her father. (She had no patience for parental issues, which 
she thought most kids used as an excuse for mediocrity and avoiding real 
responsibility). Instead, she was unnerved by how dead this town was as 
she took in the square’s empty streets, stagnant fountain, and closed 
shopfronts. 

“Um, sorry this isn’t Ravenswood or Bloodbrook, with bird-bone 
temples and man-wolf raves,” Dot said, seeing her face. “It’s Robin’s fault, 
to be honest. Robbed all the rich people to give to the poor, so the rich 
people left. But then the poor got rich from all Robin’s stealing, so then he 
started robbing from them and they left too. So the only people here are 
neither rich nor poor and there ain’t too many of those in this world. So 
yeah... it’s a sleepy town.” 

“This isn’t sleepy. This is zombie,” said Hester. 

“No thugs running around wreaking havoc either,” said Anadil. “If the 
Snake’s here, where are the attacks?” 

A spooked villager rushed towards them, carrying an axe. 

“Get inside, you fools! Eely things flyin’ around all last night! They’re 
huntin’ for someone!” he spat, blowing past them. “If you’re idling about, 
they might come back!” 

The witches watched him flurry towards the cottage lanes. 

Hester frowned. “At least we know why the streets are empty.” 

“Hold on. Last night? Dot’s father said the scims were looking for 
someone last night too,” Anadil pointed out. “Last night. Long before 
Tedros even left his castle. So the Snake can’t have been looking for Tedros. 
He must be looking for someone e/se in Nottingham.” 


“Someone he wants to kill?” said Hester. 

“Or it could be someone he needs,” said Anadil. 

“Someone he needs in order to take Camelot... ,” Hester mulled. 

“You’re soooo overestimating this town,” Dot quipped. 

Anadil’s eyes roamed the clear sky. “Well, we’ve been here a while and 
haven’t seen a thing. So either the scims gave up... . or they found who 
they’re looking for.” 

Hester noticed the news and sundries shop they were passing, the 
Sheriff’s Blotter, covered in WANTED posters of Robin Hood, which had a 
cartoon of an executioner chopping off his head. In the window, Hester 
glimpsed the latest edition of the Royal Rot— 


BANISHED FROM CAMELOT? 
LADY GREMLAINE SPOTTED 
IN HOMETOWN OF NOTTINGHAM! 


Isnt that Agatha’s steward? Hester thought. The one she’d complained 
about? It was suspicious that she’d be back in Nottingham just when 
Camelot needed her most . . . but then again, the Royal Rot claimed that 
Agatha and Sophie were secretly sisters, which was the most preposterous 
thing Hester had ever heard. Still, she’d ask Agatha about Gremlaine just in 
case... . 

But now Hester was distracted by the row of local Nottingham 
newspapers next to the Rot— 


FOUR-POINT REPORT! SHERIFF OF NOTTINGHAM SAYS 
DAUGHTER WAS THE TRUE “LION”! 


DOT THE HERO! READ HER EXCLUSIVE LETTER TO DADDY 
INSIDE! 


“PM SO PROUD OF MY DAUGHTER?!” SHERIFF BOASTS 


“Dot, honey... ?” Hester said. 

“Mmmm?” 

“In your letter, what did you tell your dad about the Four Point?” Hester 
asked sweetly. 


“Um, you know ... that we won,” Dot said, eating a chocolate WANTED 
poster. “We should hurry. It’s getting dark.” 

More WANTED posters of Robin Hood decorated the shuttered 
shopfronts: Sheriff’s Coffee, a cozy café selling drinks like “Frothy 
Marian” and the “Sheriff’s Special Blend”; the Headless Robin, a souvenir 
shop selling Sheriff and Robin masks and fake Sheriff badges, plus replicas 
of the famous gray sack the Sheriff had used to catch Robin and parade him 
through town; Books and Badges, with books about Robin and the Sheriff 
prominently displayed in the window. . . . 

And one about Dot, Hester realized, peering closer. 


THE SHERIFF’S DAUGHTER: 
Dot, Robin, and the Woods’ Most Famous Escape 


Hester narrowed her eyes. “Dot, what happened exactly between you 
and Robin Hood?” 

“You're full of questions today, aren’t you?” Dot snapped, swiveling— 

“Watch out!” Anadil yelped. 

Hester and Dot whirled to see a scim whiz over their heads. 

In a flash, the three witches took off after it, hightailing down the street 
and around a corner to follow it— 

They crashed right into Sophie and Agatha, the five of them toppling to 
the ground. 

By the time they found their feet, the scim was gone. 

“Where'd it go?” Hester asked, breathless. 

“You saw it too?” Agatha said, pulling Sophie forward and calling back 
to the witches, “We’ll take the east lanes. You girls take west!” 

The three witches sprinted away from them into the next row of 
cottages. Anadil tore up a rosebed, Hester kicked aside a bicycle, Dot 
peeked inside mailboxes. 

Hester snarled: “Dot, you spitwad, it’s not going to be in a mailbo—” 

The scim flew out of the box right into Dot’s mouth, then shot back out, 
rocketing past the witches, down the street, and under the door of a big gray 
cottage at the end. 

“I take that back,” said Hester, hurtling towards the cottage, as Anadil 
raced after her, the two witches shooting their glow into the sky to signal 


the others. Sophie and Agatha’s glow flared from the next street, 
acknowledging the witches’— 

But Dot still hadn’t budged, rooted by the mailbox, her eyes on the 
house where the scim had gone. 

“Daddy,” she gasped. 


Dot burst into the house. 

“Daddy? Where are yo—” 

A meaty arm slung Dot against the wall. 

“Dont move,” a deep voice said. 

Dot lifted her eyes to see her father holding her back with his big, hairy 
hand. The Sheriff was tall with a bushy black beard, a greasy mane of hair, 
and a bloated belly that hung over his belt, jangling with his jail keys. But 
his dark, stony eyes weren’t on his daughter. They were on the scim floating 
in the foyer of the dimly lit house. The scim was lethally sharp at both ends, 
one end pointing at Dot and the Sheriff, the other at Anadil and Hester, who 
were plastered against another wall. 

“Tell us how to kill it, Dot,” the Sheriff demanded quietly. “Tell us what 
you did before.” 

Dot swallowed, feeling Hester and Anadil staring at her, her friends 
cornered beneath the Sheriff’s famous gray sack, hooked on a wall. 

Anadil’s red eyes flicked back to the scim. “Use your demon,” she 
whispered to her friend. 

“Not unless I have to,” Hester whispered back. “If my demon dies, / 
die.” 

The Sheriff squeezed his daughter harder. “Dot, hurry...” 

The front door flung open— 

Sophie and Agatha busted in, fingertips lit, only to see the scim pivot in 
their direction, deadly tip glowing. The girls stumbled back to a wall, 
tripping over shoes, old newspapers, balled-up underpants, and dirty dishes. 

“What do we do?” Sophie breathed. 

“Nothing stupid,” said Agatha, shielding her. 

The scim spun between the pairs of captives like the arrow on a game 
wheel, as if deciding who to kill first: Dot and her father, Sophie and 
Agatha, Hester and Anadil.... 


All of them looked at each other, thinking the same thing: there were six 
of them and one scim. If they worked together, surely they could take it 
down. 

But perhaps the scim sensed these thoughts, for suddenly, through the 
open window, more scims silently floated into the room, joining the first. 

Two... 

Then four... 

Then six. 

Each one turned razor sharp and pointed at a prisoner’s heart. 

“Dot, what are you waiting for! Do what you did at the Four Point!” the 
Sheriff hissed, fingers digging into her. Dot winced under her father’s grip. 

“What is he talking about?” Sophie blurted. 

“She saved all of you there!” the Sheriff shot back. “She beat the Snake 
single-handedly! Why isn’t she doing it now!” 

Dot’s face was blotchy, her eyes ignoring her father and fixed on the 
scim pointing at her. “We need to send a signal to the rest of the crew,” she 
said shakily. “We need to tell them not to come here.” 

On cue, Anadil’s rats skittered out of her pocket, crawling down their 
master’s leg and shuttling for the door— 

The door crashed open, sending the rats flying, as Beatrix, Reena, 
Ravan, Nicola, and Hort barreled in together. They saw the scims and 
scattered with shrieks and shouts to the walls. 

Five more scims breezed through the window, each turning knife-sharp 
and taking its place in front of a student. Three smaller scims coasted in and 
set aim at Anadil’s rats. 

But still . . . none of the eels attacked. 

“What are they waiting for?” Sophie said, watching the scaly ribbons 
hover patiently in front of their victims. 

The Sheriff’s eyes were widening, his hand slowly loosening on his 
daughter. “It’s not true, is it? You didn’t save anyone at the Four Point. ... 
You made it all up... .” 

Dot’s nose started running. “I—I—I just wanted you to like me again. I 
wrote you letters from school, asking you to forgive me. I missed you so 
much. But you wouldn’t even answer them—” 

“Because you’re a curse,” her father snarled. “You helped Robin Hood 
escape. You sided with my Nemesis over your own family. And now when I 


finally think you’ve redeemed yourself, when I can look the people in the 
eye and tell them you’ve made something of your life . . . you humiliate me 
again?” The Sheriff burned red, nostrils flaring. “I thought at that school 
they’d teach you some sense, but instead it’s made you more stupid and 
delusional than you already were! Only reason you got into that school in 
the first place was because I did a favor for the School Master. Yeah, you 
didn’t know that, did you? Came to me with something he needed and in 
return, he took you off my hands. Plus, he enchanted my catching sack so 
that if I ever catch Robin again with it, this time there’s nothing you can do 
to foul it up! Robin would be still in jail if 1t weren’t for you! Pd be a 
legend in the Woods! But then you stole my keys and snuck them to him, all 
because you wanted to be his friend. As if anyone could ever be your 
friend! Should have known your letter was all lies. Was there anything true 
in there about you beating the Snake? About you being the real Lion? Even 
one word?” 

Dot didn’t answer. 

The Sheriff bared his teeth at her. “You ugly, disgusting pig.” 

He raised his hand to strike her— 

Hester’s demon slammed into him, bashing the Sheriff in the groin with 
its horns. Before it could gore him again, a scim ripped through the demon’s 
claw, pinning the demon to the ceiling. 

The Sheriff crumpled to the floor, wailing high-pitched noises. Hester 
gasped, buckling against the wall, as if the wind had been crushed out of 
her, her skin turning white. Overhead, her red-skinned demon bleated in 
pain. 

“H-H-Hester, you okay?” Agatha sputtered. 

But Hester wasn’t listening, her eyes bloodshot and still fixed on the 
Sheriff. 

“Too bad for you, your daughter has friends,” she said. 

“Lots of friends,” Anadil seethed. 

“And if you ever touch Dot, you ever speak to her like that again, those 
friends will tear out your throat,” said Hester. “We will kill her own father 
to protect her and we won’t feel an ounce of guilt. You don’t know us. You 
don’t know what we’re capable of.” 

“And you don’t know the truth about your daughter either,” said Anadil, 
red glare slashing through the Sheriff. “She isn’t an embarrassment or ugly 


or any of the other /ies you dump on her. She’s a miracle. You know why? 
Because she came from stock like you and is still the best friend anyone 
could ask for.” 

Dot’s face flooded with tears, her whole body quivering. 

The Sheriff sobbed in pain behind the couch. 

Dot shook her head, panicking. “You shouldn’t have hurt Daddy—it 
was my fault—I shouldn’t have lied—” 

Agatha moved to comfort her, but the scim aimed at Agatha jerked as if 
to strike, and Sophie snagged her back. 

“Nothing stupid, remember?” Sophie said. 

“We can’t wait here like sitting ducks,” 
scim. “We have to do something—” 

“Our fingerglows don’t work against scims. . . . We have no 
weapons... ,” said Beatrix. 

The crew looked at Nicola for ideas, but she seemed to be in a trance, 
her narrowed eyes roaming the scene. ... 

“What is it, Nic?” said Agatha. 

“The scims were looking for someone,” said the first year. “And now 
they’ve lured us here. They lured all of us here. But if they’re looking for 
one of us, why haven’t they attacked? They’re using us as bait. To find who 
they’re really looking for. This whole thing is another one of the Snake’s 
traps—” 

The door smashed open, this time ripping off its hinges. 

Tedros stood in the threshold, his black hooded coat silhouetted in 
evening light. His eyes were watery and red, his face flushed. 

He spotted Anadil and Hester first. “Agatha’s glow! I saw it! Where is 
sh—” 

But now he glimpsed the Sheriff of Nottingham crumpled on the 
floor . . . the demon impaled on the ceiling . . . his classmates fixed to the 
walls... the scims aimed at their hearts. 

Then Sophie. 

Then Agatha. 

But before he could move towards his princess, the nearly twenty scims 
moved first, turning swiftly from their chosen targets and all pointing in 
Tedros’ direction. 

“No,” he breathed. 


said Hort, shirking from his 


With a deafening scream, the scims flew for his head. 

Tedros dove as the scims ripped past him, tearing open a wall. A split 
second later, they ripped back out, aiming at the king once more. But 
Tedros was as strong as he was nimble, ducking under furniture and hurling 
chairs and lamps and kitchen pots at the scims, which obliterated everything 
he threw in their direction. 

“Get out of the house!” he commanded his classmates. “Now!” 

Ravan, Hort, Beatrix, Reena, and Nicola fled through the open door. 

Agatha instinctively surged towards Tedros, but Sophie blocked her. 

“I have to help him!” Agatha cried. 

“By getting cut up into a thousand pieces? You don’t have anything to 
fight with!” Sophie blistered. 

But now the scims had the upper hand on Tedros, spreading out and 
coming at him from different angles, forcing him against the windowsill— 

“He doesn’t even have Excalibur! He can’t fight them with his bare 
hands!” Agatha panicked, struggling in Sophie’s grip. “Where’s Lancelot? 
Lance was supposed to be here helping him—” 

“There’s only one way to help now!” said Hester, grabbing Sophie. 
“The Lion! We have to find him!” 

Agatha spun to Sophie. “Use your map!” 

Suddenly alert, Sophie emptied the vial on her neck, unfurling the Quest 
Map.... 

The scims had Tedros checkmated, trapped against the windowsill with 
no other move to make. They glittered brighter, each aiming at a different 
part of his body— 

“There he is... ,” Sophie said, tracking RHIAN’s name. “He's close to 
us... . Getting closer. And closer even... wait a second...” 

The scims launched for Tedros— 

A flash of gold blasted through the window, crossing in front of Tedros’ 
body. Scims slammed into the solid gold of a Lion’s mask as its wearer 
swung two torches like swords, lighting eels on fire— 

The boy landed on his feet, pulling off his Lion mask. 

“Here, Your Highness!” Rhian said, tossing Tedros a torch. 

Tedros caught it. He stared open-mouthed at the boy who’d just saved 
his life: tan and copper-haired, his lean, muscular frame clad in a blue-and- 
gold suit. ... 





Then the scims came stabbing at them again. 

“At my wing!” Tedros ordered Rhian, launching at the eels with his 
torch. 

Rhian obeyed straightaway, flanking the king as the two boys swept 
their torches in perfect sync, burning through scims, which fell to the 
ground shrieking. 

Agatha broke from Sophie, sprinting to help them — 

“Stay back!” Tedros and Rhian yelled at once. 

Agatha stalled midrun. She, Sophie, and the three witches watched 
wide-eyed as Tedros and his new knight teamed effortlessly, twin 
swordsmen, calling out moves to each other as they dispatched the scaly 
ribbons. 

“Feint left!” Tedros shouted. 

“Parry right!” Rhian called back. 

Hester could see the awe on Agatha’s face, watching Tedros join forces 
with someone his equal. At school, Chaddick had always been Tedros’ 
sidekick, but he could never truly keep up with the prince. Now Agatha was 
seeing what it was like for Tedros to finally have a teammate to rely on. 
This whole time, Agatha had thought she was that teammate, but now she 
realized that as much as he loved her, Tedros needed someone else— 
someone who wasn’t his girlfriend, just like Agatha needed Sophie, even 
when she had Tedros. Just like Hester needed Anadil and Dot. Because 
there were all kinds of needs that one person couldn’t possibly provide; it’s 
why the bond between two boys was as distinct and mysterious as the bond 
between two girls. And it’s why Agatha had misread Tedros so 
fundamentally these past six months, when she’d felt so alone and 
unneeded. Because it had nothing to do with Tedros needing his 
princess .. . and everything to do with him needing a knight. 

Meanwhile, the scims didn’t leave a scratch on either boy, the two of 
them so melded and ruthless in destroying them that they began wordlessly 
anticipating each other’s moves like silent dancers. And it was only when 
the last scim fell that Tedros and Rhian finally bent over with relief and 
turned to their audience. 

“Hi,” Tedros said to Agatha. 

“Hi,” Agatha said, breathless. 

Sophie and Rhian exchanged grins. 


But then more scims came. 

Hundreds of them, swarming through the window, glittering green 
instead of black. They funneled like a tornado and spewed a gust of wind 
that snuffed out the boys’ torches and knocked the king and his knight into 
a corner. Before they could recover, the scims cycloned faster, building into 
a black, scaly suit, then a shimmering green mask, reforming the Snake 
himself. His suit had several holes in it, where scales had been ripped away, 
revealing milk-white flesh, gashed and bloodied, as if the killed scims from 
his recent defeats had left both his armor and body vulnerable. 

The Snake’s cold gaze settled on the boys, trapped in the corner. All the 
remaining scims on his body turned instantly to spikes, their tips shining 
fatally. The Snake’s emerald eyes darkened with purpose. .. . 

Then he charged. 

Rhian and Tedros both yelled— 

A bag swallowed the Snake’s head, yanking him backwards, before 
engulfing the rest of his body. 

Stunned, the Snake slashed and kicked from inside it, but he couldn’t 
get out. Nor could any sound he was making be heard through the sack’s 
gray fabric, as if he were a dove trapped in a magician’s hat. 

Tedros and Rhian lifted their heads to see Dot pull the sack tight, sealing 
the Snake inside. 

“Daddy said the School Master enchanted it,” she shrugged. “Figured it 
was worth a shot.” 

Curled up on the floor, the Sheriff gaped in disbelief. 

So did Sophie, Agatha, Anadil, and Hester against the wall. 

“Guess his fake pen didn’t see that coming,” Sophie said, watching the 
Snake thrash inside the bag. 

“Don’t think anyone did,” said Anadil, as her three rats sniffed around 
it, giving Dot flabbergasted looks. “I thought spells don’t work on the 
Snake.” 

“Rafal’s spells weren’t ordinary spells, apparently,” said Hester, 
prowling towards the Sheriff 

“No, please! Don’t kill me!” he choked. 

Hester snapped the jail keys off his belt, before holding them out to his 
daughter. 





“Help Robin escape all you want. But this one cant escape,” said 
Hester. “Deal?” 

Dot smiled, her hand clasping Hester’s tight for a moment before she 
took the key. “Deal.” 

“Then let’s get this Snake to jail,” said Hester as Dot and Anadil 
dragged the sack towards the door. 

“Guess the scims were looking for Tedros after all,” Hester heard Dot 
Say. 

“But it still doesn’t make any sense,” Anadil insisted. “I told you in the 
square. They had to be looking for someone else last night... .” 

Hester moved to help them but she stopped at the door, watching Tedros 
approach his new copper-haired friend, the boy’s stubble sparkling with 
sweat. 

“Thank you,” said Tedros. 

“Don’t think I need this anymore, Your Highness,” said his knight, 
handing Tedros his Lion mask. He bowed to his king. “My name is Rhian.” 

“You mean Sir Rhian,” said Tedros. 

His knight’s steely gaze softened, a blush rising on his amber cheeks. 

But now his king had seen his princess out of the corner of his eye. 
Without a word, he swept towards her, lifted her off the ground, and kissed 
her like it was the very first time. Agatha kissed him back harder, until they 
both ran out of breath. 

“No more going at things alone,” she said. “No more spending time 
apart.” 

“That goes both ways,” said Tedros. He kissed his princess again. 

Meanwhile, Sophie had cozied up to Rhian, who still looked dazed from 
his exchange with Tedros. 

“So now the Lion has a name,” she cooed, holding out a kerchief from 
inside her dress. 

He took it and wiped his forehead, his blue-green eyes gazing fervently 
at her. “And a lady-in-waiting, I hope.” 

Sophie touched his chest. “A lady who is waiting for you to ask her on a 
real date...” 

But Rhian wasn’t listening. He was looking past her, at Tedros. The 
king’s expression had slowly changed, as if the triumph of the moment had 
worn off, giving way to cold reality. 


“Teddy, what is it?” Agatha asked. 

The king was breathing shallowly now, unable to get words out. 

“Your Highness, are you okay?” Rhian said, rushing to his side, almost 
pushing Agatha out of the way. 

He seemed to smell something on Tedros, because he put his nose to the 
king’s neck and then quickly pulled off Tedros’ jacket— 

Tedros was drenched in blood. 

“You’re hurt!” Agatha cried. 

“No.” Rhian put his hands on Tedros’ shirt, feeling beneath it. “There’s 
no wound. It’s not his blood.” 

Agatha and Sophie stared at him. 

“Whose blood is it?” said Agatha. 

Her prince didn’t look at her. 

Agatha’s face changed. 

“Tedros ...,” she rasped. “Where’s Lancelot?” 

Slowly Tedros lifted his eyes. 

That’s when he started to cry. 


24 
TEDROS 
Sides of a Story 


A few hours earlier, Tedros had been riding with his father’s knight across 
sun-drenched hills. 

The two had made good time through the night, moving east from 
Camelot through the outskirts of Pifflepaff Hills, before curving north 
towards Nottingham. 

They’d traveled in silence, each in a long, black coat, with hoods 
shadowing their faces, so that even the few riders they encountered hurried 
past, avoiding eye contact, no doubt thinking they were minions of the 
Snake. 





At night, the Endless Woods usually left Tedros tense and on edge, 
especially with WANTED posters of Lance’s and his mother’s faces coming in 
and out of the dark at him, tacked to trees as he passed. But the young king 
was distracted by the sheer freedom of being on open land. It was the first 
time in six months that he’d left the castle. He hadn’t realized how 
claustrophobic he’d been, sealed inside that crumbling compound, no 
matter how vast it was. Nor had he realized how relieved he would feel to 


be away from Excalibur taunting him at all hours of the day, despite having 
to replace his hallowed sword with a middling blade he’d scrounged from 
the Armory. And though he could sense the tension inside him building, as 
if a storm was coming, he felt unshackled out here, more capable and kingly 
than he ever did in that castle—even when he and Lance galloped through 
Camelot’s slum cities spattered with graffiti and effigies denigrating his 
reign... even when they skirted the shells of towns ravaged by the Snake’s 
attacks . . . even when his conversation with his mother kept pulsing in his 
head. ... 

“She grew too close to your father, Tedros. . . .’ 

“.. . always insinuating herself between your father and I...” 

“There was something about that room I never liked... .” 

All through the ride, Lancelot’s black horse stayed neck and neck with 
Tedros’ blue-gray one, though the king rode at a reckless pace, not stopping 
once to eat or sleep. Tedros kept glancing over at his knight, but Lance was 
always there, right beside him, his face as placid as Tedros’ was clenched. 

And indeed, as they reached the outskirts of Nottingham, it was Tedros 
who finally halted first, his back hurting, stomach aching, and bladder 
bursting. He almost fell out of the saddle, darting behind a shrubby tree, 
while Lancelot opened a bag and laid out a late breakfast of smoked 
salmon, toasted bread, and fresh pears. 

“How much longer to Nottingham?” Tedros asked impatiently when he 
sat, lumping salmon between pieces of bread and scarfing it down. 

“You’re not due in Sherwood Forest until six,” said Lancelot, watching 
Tedros stuff more food in his mouth. “No need to give yourself 
indigestion.” 

“I have business in Nottingham first,” said Tedros. 

The knight snorted. “No one has business in Nottingham.” 

“T need to see Lady Gremlaine.” 

“Thought we were rid of that woman.” 

“I have questions to ask her.” 

“About what?” 

Tedros glared at the knight. “Nothing that concerns you.” 

Lancelot took his time putting salmon on his toast. “You’re right. None 
of my business if you think your steward had a child with your father.” 

Tedros stopped eating, mouth full. 
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“You don’t think I’ve thought it too? For a half-second, at least,” said 
Lancelot. “You not pulling Excalibur. Guinevere hating that woman. The 
Snake saying he’s Arthur’s son. All the clues are there.” 

“And yet... ?” Tedros said. 

“They don’t add up. You didn’t know your father when he was young. 
When he came to the School for Good, he was shy, anxious, and a newly 
crowned king. No matter how popular he became or how much muscle he 
built or how cocky he might have acted, he was always that same Arthur 
inside, asking why he was chosen to pull Excalibur over everyone else in 
the Woods. It was Arthur’s greatest strength: he relentlessly questioned 
himself and wanted the brutal Truth. It’s why he chose me as a best friend, a 
greasy, pockmarked lout who would tell him that Truth instead of all the 
refined Everboys who’d lie and say whatever he wanted to hear. And it’s 
why he chose Gwen over all the other girls who just wanted him for his 
crown.” 

“But Mother said Lady Gremlaine was in love with him—” Tedros 
argued. 

“Doesn’t matter. Arthur followed his heart,” the knight returned, pawing 
at his unruly curls. “He was too faithful to the Truth to sneak around with 
this Gremlaine creature. Gwen and I were the ones who traded in Lies. Not 
Arthur. Whoever this Snake is . . . he’s not your father’s son.” 

“I want to make sure of it,” Tedros pressed. “I want to hear it from her 
mouth—” 

Lancelot put down his food. “Sometimes the last person you should ask 
for the Truth is the one who knows it.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Just because Lady Gremlaine knows the Truth doesn’t mean she’ll tell 
the Truth. Look at your own father. Every girl at school was in love with 
Arthur. Every single one. They all wanted to be his queen. But not 
Guinevere. That didn’t stop him from loving her, of course. Still, he knew 
she didn’t love him, even if she never revealed this Truth to him herself. 
But I did: I told Arthur that Gwen didn’t love him, because it was obvious 
to both of us that she was in love with me. Yet, no matter how much Arthur 
valued the Truth, in this one case, the Truth wasn’t good enough for him. 
He thought Camelot needed Guinevere. He thought having her as queen 
would make him a better king. It didn’t matter that she didn’t love him. If 


he could bend this Truth through sheer force of will . . . it would mean all 
his doubts about his being chosen king were wrong. That he deserved to be 
Good’s leader because he knew how to put Good first.” The knight gazed 
squarely at Tedros. “That’s how I know for sure there was nothing between 
your father and Lady Gremlaine. Because King Arthur staked everything on 
his love for Guinevere. Everything. And it’s why he lost everything when 
she left.” 

Tedros shook his head, riling up. “But that’s your side of the story. It’s 
the side you tell yourself to feel better about taking my mother away from 
my father. It’s the side that makes my father look like the villain. But what 
if there’s another side? What if Arthur knew you and my mother were 
secretly seeing each other and so he took revenge with Lady Gremlaine? Or 
what if my father sensed my mother didn’t love him and began to fall in 
love with his steward instead? Or what if my father made one bad 
decision . . . had one bad night—” 

“All of these are possible,” said the knight. “But beware trying to bend 
the Truth to fit your story instead of facing it head-on. That was your 
father’s mistake. And that’s how a Snake becomes a Lion and a Lion 
becomes a Snake. Because the more you bend the Truth to fit a story, the 
more it turns into Lies without you even realizing it.” 

“Says the one who traded in Lies,” Tedros replied. 

Lancelot went quiet. 

“After a successful battle or war, it is tradition for a king to exchange 
gifts with his best knight in front of the kingdom,” he said. “Arthur and I 
always gave each other the same gifts. I kneeled before Arthur’s queen and 
kissed her hand in tribute. And in return, Arthur offered me anything on 
earth a king could provide a man.” 

“What did you ask for?” Tedros said. 

“Always the same. Nothing at all,” said Lancelot. “Pd already taken 
from him everything a man could take. My gift was meant to tell him that.” 

He looked at Arthur’s son. “Is it really a Lie if someone is unwilling to 
see the Truth?” 

Now it was Tedros who fell silent. 

Lancelot cleaned up the remains of their food and drank from his water 
jug. “I spoke to a few of the leaders in the castle as the guards took them to 
their rooms. They mentioned something about the Snake having a powerful 





suit of armor made out of living eels—‘scims,’ he calls them. They think 
that there’s a connection between these scims and the Snake’s life force. 
That there’s magic in his blood. But they also say the scims can be killed. 
Kill enough of them and you can penetrate the Snake’s flesh.” 

“So he’s just as mortal as you and me, then,” said Tedros, looking Lance 
in the eye. “See, he’s someone’s son after all.” 

“Well, then seeing as this Snake and his minions are still on the loose, if 
anyone asks who you are while we’re in Nottingham, you’re someone’s son 
too,” said the knight, pulling the young king to his feet. 

“Whose?” Tedros asked, confused. 

Lancelot grinned as he walked towards the horses. “Mine.” 
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Soon they reached the entrance point to Nottingham: an imposing, sooty, 
black-brick jail at the top of a hill and a gleaming bronze statue of the 
Sheriff in front of it. 

“The Land of Law and Order,” Lancelot muttered, eyeing the WELCOME 
sign down the slope, with a cartoon of the Sheriff chasing Robin Hood. 
“Any kingdom that promises Law and Order surely has neither.” 

From the hillcrest, Lancelot could see the lush outskirts of Sherwood 
Forest a mile north and steered his horse towards 1t— 

“This way,” Tedros corrected, riding his horse away from the Forest and 
towards the center of town. 

“Don’t be a fool. The second we cross into Sherwood Forest, we’ll be 
safe for the night,” Lancelot scolded, nosing his horse next to the king’s. 
“We left Camelot so that you could meet the Lion boy. And that’s the only 
reason we left.” 

“We still have two hours until I have to be at Marian’s Arrow.” 

“Do you even know where Gremlaine lives?” 

“PI ask someone.” 

“We haven’t seen a soul.” 

“PI figure it out—” 

“It's an unnecessary risk, Tedros.” 

“It's something I have to do.” Tedros held firm. 

Lancelot exhaled. 

It was midafternoon in Nottingham, but there wasn’t a person to be 
found in the square, the only sound the out-of-rhythm clop of the two men’s 


horses. Lancelot peered around at the closed shops and empty streets. 

“No animals,” he said. “First sign of trouble.” 

Tedros wasn’t listening. He’d spotted something in the window of the 
Sheriff’s Blotter: a copy of the latest Royal Rot, with a headline about Lady 
Gremlaine above the fold. He couldn’t read the full article from outside the 
window, so he punched in the corner of the glass pane and pulled the paper 
out. 

“So much for Law and Order,” mumbled Lancelot. 

Tedros scanned the story— 





Has Lady Gremlaine been fired from Camelot for a second 
time? Fifteen years ago, King Arthur’s once-steward was 
exiled from the castle by Guinevere (rumor has it for being 
too chummy with the king, which both Lady Gremlaine and 
Guinevere have vehemently denied). But in an ironic twist, 
Guinevere’s son Tedros—our so-called new “King”— 
latched on to Lady Gremlaine as his own steward, just like 
his father once did. However, the last two nights, Lady 
Gremlaine has been seen in her hometown of Nottingham 
by numerous observers. Said Bertie, an attendant at the 
Nottingham Prison: “No one’s been in the house at 246 
Morgause Street for several years now, but neighbors sayin’ 
that haughty woman’s back.” 

We asked Bertie: Could she be in Nottingham to visit 
family? 

“She ain’t got no family here,” Bertie replied. 

What about a vacation? 

“No one vacations in Nottingham except stupid tourists 
thinking they might see Robin Hood.” 

So what’s Bertie’s conclusion? 

“She ran afoul of the king and came back to lick her 
wounds. Good place to hide your face, Nottingham. No 
one’s gonna find ya here except nosy neighbors.” 


And the Royal Rot, of course. Stay tuned as we pursue 
an exclusive interview with the “King's” (disgraced?) 
steward. 





Tedros folded up the newspaper, thrust it back through the window, and 
used his fingerglow to repair the glass. “Come on,” he said, hopping onto 
his horse. “We need to find Morgause Street.” 

A booming crash echoed in the distance. 

King and knight swiveled to see a plume of smoke and dust rising at the 
top of the hill near the jail, though they couldn’t see what had caused it. 

“Something’s wrong... . Let's get to the Forest,” Lance urged. 

“Ten minutes. That’s all I need. Then you can feast at Marian’s Arrow 
while I meet this ‘Lion’ fellow and tell him in no uncertain terms that I 
already have a knight,” said Tedros, riding towards the cottage lanes. 

“Happy to let him have the job if he wants it,’ Lancelot growled, 
following him. 

But Tedros was already amongst the houses, shifting and squinting in 
his saddle to make out the streets around him: Oldherde Court . . . Magpie 
Grove... Marian Mews. . . . He could see people peeping through curtains 
from inside their cottages; they all had the same spooked expressions, their 
eyes tracking him. He pulled his hood farther over his head. 

“They think we’re the Snake’s men,” said Tedros. “They’re waiting for 
us to attack them.” 

“Or waiting for something to attack us,” said his knight. “Something 
they know is out here that we don’t.” 

Tedros met his eyes, a flicker of doubt passing over the king’s face. 
“Look! There it is!” he exclaimed suddenly, spying the sign for Morgause 
Street over Lance’s shoulder. “Gremlaine’s house is that wa—” 

A gleaming black blur flew under Lance’s horse, and the animal bucked 
in surprise, neighing wildly, almost throwing the knight off. Tedros whirled 
around, following the gleam . . . but it was gone. 

“What was it?” Lance panted, trying to soothe his horse. 

Tedros scanned the clear crossroads. “Must have been a bat or a crow. 
Come on,” he said, pulling his horse towards the lane ahead. But his horse 


wouldn’t move, tugging his head in the other direction. Lancelot’s horse 
oriented the same way. 

“They want us to get to the Forest,” the knight said. 

Tedros dismounted and jogged towards Morgause Street, leaving 
Lancelot and the horses behind. 

Rounding the corner, he tracked the street numbers: 232 ...240.. 
244 ... until he found a two-floor white cottage with “246” above the doer 
in decline red paint. 

This is Gremlaine 5? 

The front garden was dead and overgrown with bristly weeds. The 
cottage’s white panels were spotted with mildew and bird droppings. Both 
windows were cracked, with tiny holes in them, as if they’d been shot 
through with marbles. In leaving Camelot, Lady Gremlaine had traded a 
ramshackle castle for an even more run-down house. 

As Tedros approached the front door, he noticed the welcome mat: an 
embroidered needlepoint of young King Arthur with a halo over his head 
and the words stitched beneath him in golden thread— 


THE ONCE AND FUTURE KING 


He’d seen these before, sold cheaply in Camelot's street markets. They 
were popular with the poorest citizens of the kingdom, who’d lionized the 
lofty king, and with zealots who saw Tedros” father not as a man, but as an 
immortal saint who would one day return from death to reclaim his 
kingdom. But Lady Gremlaine? She didn’t fit into either category. She 
worked for his father. She was Arthur’s friend. Even if she did secretly love 
him, having this in front of her house felt like something other than love. 
Something creepier. It made Tedros’ stomach lurch. 

He caught a whiff of powdered rose at the door. Quickly he put his hand 
on the knocker, but then he smelled the rosy scent overtaken by a hot, 
sweaty musk. Tedros turned, frowning. 

“Where you go, I go,” groused Lancelot, sword gleaming on his belt. 

Tedros turned back and knocked hard on the door. 

No one answered. 

“Glad that’s settled,” said the knight, starting to drag him away— 


Tedros unsheathed his sword, aimed the hilt against the door lock, and 
smashed it. 

“Few months as king and you’ve gone vigilante,” Lancelot marveled. 

Tedros shoved the door open and went inside the house, Lancelot 
hewing close to him. 

“Did you stalk my father like this too?” Tedros sniped. 

“Mmmhm. Didn’t smell as nice as you, though. You know, with the 
number of baths you take, it’s a wonder you get any work as king done at 
all—” 

Tedros stopped in front of him. “Lance...” 

The knight looked up and stiffened. 

Lady Gremlaine’s house had been ravaged: the furniture upended and 
slashed open; closet doors splintered and rugs frayed; lampshades ripped 
apart, their glass bases shattered; books shredded, pages showered around 
like confetti. 

“Who would do this?” Tedros asked, stupefied. “It’s like an army shot 
the place through with arrows.” 

Lancelot studied a pillow speared with holes, the stuffing spilling out, 
then squinted around the room. “Only there aren’t any arrows here.” 

Glancing inside a closet, Tedros found a safebox, broken open and 
dumped on the floor. He sifted through the wreckage: first, some old 
clippings from the Camelot Courier, the top one announcing his father’s 
coronation, with a portrait of Arthur accepting the crown and a young Lady 
Gremlaine smiling to the side of the stage, while another clipping featured a 
picture of a young Arthur and young Gremlaine sitting together, with the 
caption: “King and his steward hard at work in the early days of his reign. ” 
There was also a copy of the Royal Rot, with the headline: “GUINEVERE 
WHO? How Lady Gremlaine Is the Real Secret to King Arthur s Success!” 
Tedros flung it aside, noticing a ledger beneath 1t with a handwritten label: 


Camelot Beautiful 


Tedros opened the ledger, only to see all its pages blank . . . except for a 
business card clipped to the last one: 


=) 


Albemarle 





But there was something stuck to the back of the ledger, Tedros realized 
—a stack of letters, banded together, addressed to Lady Gremlaine. He 
peeled them off the ledger and flipped through the stack, his eyes widening. 

All of the letters were in his father’s handwriting. 

“Tedros, look at this,” Lancelot’s voice said. 

Tedros shoved the letters in his coat along with the business card and 
moved out of the closet to find his knight inspecting the wall. Black marks 
streaked across it, with a strange wet sheen. Tedros scraped his hand across 
the marks, then peered closely at his fingertips. Shiny black debris like 
sequins had embedded in his skin. 

“Snake scales ...,” said Lancelot ominously. 

Tedros thought of that black blur he saw in the street. . . . 

Something rustled upstairs. 

The two men stared at each other. 

“Lady Gremlaine?” Tedros called out. 

No answer. 

Warily, Tedros ascended the staircase, Lancelot behind him. 

On the second floor, they found more of the scaly black marks on the 
hallway walls and on a square hatch built into the ceiling, presumably a 
portal to the attic. 

More rustling came from the room at the end of the hall. 


“Lady Gremlaine, are you here?’ Tedros called again, inching forward. 
Lancelot drew his sword behind him. 

Together, they turned the corner into a bedchamber that had been 
pulverized as ruthlessly as the downstairs rooms. The mattress had been 
flung off its frame, the white sheets sliced to ribbons, the pillows gutted of 
feathers. 

A blue-green butterfly rustled feverishly against the window, trying to 
find a way out. 

Tedros’ shoulders relaxed. He looked at Lancelot, hunching over the 
bed. 

“What is it?” Tedros asked. 

His knight held up a torn strip of white sheet. 

A big splotch of blood had soaked it through. 

Fresh blood. 

“Lady Gremlaine?” Tedros hollered. 

Lancelot checked closets; Tedros searched under the bed and behind 
furniture. But there were no other bloodstains or signs that his steward was 
in this house— 

Tedros’ boot caught on something sticky. 

He looked down at a glob of black goo, beaten to a pulp. 

A shadow came over him and he swiveled to see Lance looming over 
his shoulder. 

“It’s one of those ‘scims,’ isn’t it? The things the Snake is made of,” 
Tedros asked. “It’s why all the villagers must be hiding. The Snake was 
here.” 

“And from the looks of it, Lady Gremlaine had her way with the the 
scim he sent for her,” said Lancelot, before glancing back at the bed. 
“Though judging from that blood, it may have had its way with her first.” 

“But her body isn’t here. That means she’s still alive, wherever she is.” 

“Or lying in a ditch with her throat cut,” said Lancelot. He nudged at the 
dead scim with his boot. “Doubt this thing came alone. If the Snake wants 
to kill Lady Gremlaine, he’ll find her.” 

“But it doesn’t make any sense,” Tedros said, shaking his head. “If Lady 
Gremlaine is the Snake’s mother, why would he want to kill her?” 

A sharp squeal came from the first floor, like a teakettle at full steam. 

Lancelot pulled his sword, eyeing Tedros. “Stay here.” 


The knight crept back down the stairs. 

Blade at the ready, Tedros waited at the top of the twisting steps. He 
couldn’t see where the knight had gone. 

“Lance?” he said. 

No answer. 

Tedros had a bad feeling in his gut... a feeling that told him to follow 
Lancelot... . 

Gripping his sword harder, he started to descend— 

Something wet dripped on his face. 

Tedros smeared it off and looked at his hand. 

Blood. 

He craned up and saw more droplets of blood leaking from the edges of 
the hatch built into the ceiling. 

“Lance?” he bellowed down the stairs. 

Still nothing. 

Tedros dragged the frayed mattress out of the bedroom and shoved it 
into the hall. Standing on its edge, he sheathed his sword and reached up for 
the hatch’s handle, but his fingers couldn’t catch it. He jumped a few times, 
but he still fell short. Finally, he took a running start, rebounded off the 
mattress, and grabbed hold of the hatch with both hands, yanking it open. 
He hung from the handle, kicking his legs midair as he muscled his hands 
onto the sides of the floor above him, pulling himself through— 

A heavy weight slammed him in the head. 

Before he could scream, it slammed him again. 

Gasping in shock, he felt cold hands seize him by the neck and drag the 
last of his body into the attic. 


Tedros wished he’d blacked out, so he didn’t have to feel this kind of pain, 
as if his head had been cracked open like an egg and the yolk set on fire. 
Curled up on the floor, he ran his hand down the back of his hair, expecting 
a mass of blood or brains, but instead found a swollen lump at the ridge of 
his skull. 

He pried open his eyes to watery slits and saw a blurred vision of Lady 
Gremlaine standing in an attic, her turban gone, her dark brown hair long 
and wild, her makeup spattered, and the shoulder of her lavender robes 
drenched in blood. There was terror in her eyes. 


Something else too. 

Madness, Tedros thought. 

His gaze moved to her hand. 

She was holding a hammer. 

The flat side was coated with black, scaly goo. 

“V-v-voices. I heard voices—” she stammered. “I didn’t know it was 
you. ... You can’t be here —he”ll find you—” 

“Who will?” Tedros said, struggling to his knees. His head was 
throbbing so hard he couldn't think. 

“His scims are 1-l-looking for me. One already did this,” said Lady 
Gremlaine, touching her bloody shoulder. “I killed 1t and I hid, so they’d 
think I escaped. But now you're here. .. . They’ll find me. . . . He’ll come 
back—” 

“The Snake?” Tedros steadied against the only window for support, the 
glass so dirty and stained he couldn’t see out of it. “Why is the Snake 
looking for you?” 

But Lady Gremlaine was haunted now, her gaze glassy and unfocused. 
“I read the papers. .. . I knew about the attacks .. . but I didn’t know it was 
all connected . . . not until he came for me... . Pd taken care of it... . It 
was in the past . . . buried and forgotten... .” 

Tedros’ heart stopped, his eyes locked on her. “He’s your son, isn’t he? 
The Snake is my father’s son. Is that why Excalibur is trapped in the 
stone?” 

Lady Gremlaine didn’t answer, looking everywhere but at him. 

“Can he pull Excalibur!’ Tedros demanded. 

Tears spilled down his steward’s face. “I was so jealous... ,” she 
whispered. “That your mother would have his child and I wouldn't... And 
then when I had my chance. . . .” She clutched her throat, choking out a sob. 
“I did something terrible. Before you were born. Something your father 
never knew. But I'd fixed it... . Pd made sure the boy would never be 
found. .. . He’d grow up never knowing who he was. . . . I told no one. 
How could he know! How could he find out! It’s impossible—” Her voice 
faltered and she folded into herself, dropping the hammer to the floor. “I 
told so many Lies to protect the Truth... .” 

“CAN HE PULL EXCALIBUR!” Tedros yelled. 





Lady Gremlaine looked up at him, her face ghost-white. She started to 
answer — 

The window shattered behind Tedros and he lunged to the ground as 
three scims crashed in and ripped through Lady Gremlaine’s chest. Tedros 
had no time to think or move to her dead body—the scims were already 
coming for him. He scrambled for the hatch on his knees, flinging it open 
and diving through just as the scims grazed his legs; he reached up and 
slammed the hatch shut, hearing the eels bash against the door, squealing 
violently, as Tedros free-fell onto the mattress below. 

Down the stairs he fled, slipping on newspapers and lampshades and 
pillow stuffing, trying to stay on his feet as he surged towards the front door 

“Lance! Where are you!” 

I should have listened to him. . . . This was all a mistake. . . . They had 
to get to the horses, Tedros thought, bursting through the door. They had to 
ride to the Forest now— 

He stopped dead. 

Lancelot stood in the front yard, surrounded by a hundred scims, 
swirling around him like a moving cage. His sword had been stripped from 
him, held over his head by the scims, out of his reach. 

The knight’s face was pale, his lips trembling. 

It was the first time Tedros had ever seen Sir Lancelot afraid. 

Slowly the scims congealed into the Snake, his green mask glinting in 
the last of daylight, the scims on his body slithering and hissing. He took 
hold of Lancelot’s sword and held it to the knight’s neck. 

The Snake raised his eyes to Tedros. 

“Hello, Brother,” he said. 

Tedros couldn’t breathe. “Listen to me. It’s me you want. Not him. 
Please . . . let's finish this once and for all.” 

“This?” The Snake glared hatefully at the king. “This is just the 
beginning.” 

He slashed Lancelot’s throat. 

“No!” Tedros screamed. 

The Snake fractured into scims and flew away, letting the knight’s 
bloody sword clink to the street. 


Tedros sprinted to Lancelot, catching him as he fell. Blood gushed from 
the knight’s neck. Tedros ripped off Lance’s shirt to seal the wound, the 
knight’s blood soaking through Tedros’ black coat. 

“Tm... fine... ,’ Lance wheezed. “ll... live... . 

“Why you—” Tedros sobbed, holding the knight in his arms. “Why not 
me—it’s me he wants—” 

Overhead, glowing sparks flew into the sky and Tedros whirled to see 
them coming from the next street. 

He recognized the glow colors: Hester’s ... Dot’s.... 

Then more. 

Sophie’s... 

Agatha s. 

Lancelot saw it too. 

“Go,” the knight whispered. “He’ll . . . hurt her... .” 

“No, I won't leave you,” Tedros fought. “Pll find help —PIl get you 
home—” 


> 


Lancelot smiled peacefully. “PI be here . . . right here when you 
return... .” 
“No— please —” 


“Kill him, Tedros . . . for me. For Camelot.” 

Tedros hugged Lancelot with all his might, unable to let go. “This is my 
fault. I should have never brought you here.” 

“Our story brought us here for a reason. Agatha needs you, Tedros. Like 
Gwen needed me,” the knight whispered. 

Tedros choked up. 

“Go,” said Lancelot. “Before it’s too late.” 

With a cry, Tedros released him and ran into the streets, trying not to 
look back. 

He’lllive...,he told himself, smearing tears. He ’/l live... . 

But inside, the young king knew the truth. 


BEN, 
AGATHA 
Date Night in Sherwood Forest 


Agatha stood at the edge of a high, domed treehouse, lit by blue and purple 
lanterns, gazing out at the labyrinth of other colorfully lit treehouses, 
connected to hers via bridges, swings, and ropes. She could see into each of 
these houses, watching her fellow crew members rest after Sir Lancelot’s 
and Lady Gremlaine’s burials, either taking naps, quietly talking, or 
slipping in to shower in the private barrels that hung off each house. But 
Agatha just stood there, unable to move or even cry, having shed all her 
tears at the funeral. 
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It was only seven o’clock, a full night ahead. 

And yet, it felt like an ending. 

“Not quite a castle, I’m afraid,” said a voice below her. 

Agatha glanced down at a shadow climbing the tree, wearing a green 
coat and a brown cap speared with a green feather. He paused on the branch 
below the door and looked up at her, his face coming into the light. 

“But still . . . it’s home,” said the man. 

He was as old as Sophie’s father, but he had a baby face, with clean- 
shaven pink skin, save a red-brown tuft beneath his lip that matched his 
mop of wavy hair. 

“Better than a castle, to be honest,” said Agatha, holding down a fresh 
wave of tears. “Especially when we’re about to go back to that castle with a 


Good man gone.” 

“Might seem that way, but men like Sir Lancelot never really are gone,” 
said the stranger. “He’s a legend. And legends grow bigger with time. Or at 
least that’s what I tell myself these days whenever I meet young ones like 
you who have no idea who I am.” 

“Even the dimmest Readers know who Robin Hood is,” Agatha said, 
forcing a smile. 

“And even the dimmest heroes know The Tale of Sophie and Agatha,” 
said Robin Hood. “Though I do wish we could have met under better 
circumstances.” 

Agatha felt the stone lid on her emotions crumble. She smeared at her 
wet eyes. “Guinevere... What will she do...” 

From his rucksack, Robin pulled a metal flask. “Gold-leaf tea. Cures 
every ailment, including a crap day and crap days to come,” he said, 
holding it out. “Dot just helped me make a fresh brew. Made with real gold 
that I rob from rich, miserable people who don’t even know what gold is 
good for.” 

Agatha took a big swig. “Tastes like... . chocolate,” she sniffled. 

“Like I said: Dot helped me make it,” Robin sighed. “Mind if I come 
in? Marian insists she left an earring and better I find it than have her 
looking for it herself.” 

“By all means,” said Agatha, mustering composure as he swung through 
the door. “I can’t thank you enough for letting us stay here.” 

“We knew all about the Snake and that business at the Four Point, but 
there’s a reason I ain’t in the League of Thirteen. We Merry Men keep our 
noses out of other kingdoms’ affairs and they stay outta ours in return— 
especially since we’ve started raiding rich folks beyond Nottingham,” said 
Robin, scavenging near a wall decorated with newspaper clippings touting 
his various robberies and escapes. “But then I got the message from Dot via 
a crow with Camelot’s official ring around its neck. That got my attention. 
Oh look, found it—” He held up a pearl earring. “Actually, this ain’t hers,” 
he mumbled, and started searching inside leather quivers filled with arrows. 
“Sherwood Forest ain’t the most welcoming to strangers, especially a crew 
with a bunch of Nevers, but we’ll do anything for Camelot and for Dot. 
Camelot because King Arthur once saved us from a villain called the Green 
Knight. And Dot because . . . well, Dot’s like a daughter. Her dad will say 


that’s a lie. That I just used her to escape jail. But her dad’s about as fit to 
be a dad as I’m fit to be a husband. That’s what I tell Marian at least.” He 
winked at Agatha. “Jackpot!” He glided past her and picked a gold earring 
out of the gap between two wooden planks on a wall. “This is definitely 
it... maybe.” 

“Where will you and your men sleep tonight?” Agatha asked. “We’ve 
put you out of your houses—” 

“Ha! Don’t you worry about us. Pity the lad who sleeps too often in his 
own bed. We’ll go to the Arrow and see where the night takes us... ,” said 
Robin, smelling dirty shirts in the hamper until he found one clean enough 
to wear. He crumpled it into his pocket. “And don’t you worry about that 
Snake either. He’s still cooped up in the Sheriff’s magic catching sack and 
locked in a jail cell, while three of my men sit in front of that cell the whole 
night, armed with bows. Sheriff’s in the clinic—won’t be walkin’ for a few 
days—and with the Sheriff gone, ıt was easy to pay Bertie off to skip town. 
Dot has the only key to that jail and she’s here in the Forest, with zero 
chance to mess things up, because let’s face it: Dot has that capability. To 
keep her occupied, I arranged a date between her and the newest member of 
the Merry Men, who is clean as a whistle and about her age, so tonight she 
and the rest of you can kick back and relax. Then tomorrow, you and your 
lot will return to Camelot and argue with the other rulers of the Woods over 
who gets to cut off the reptile’s head.” He looked back at Agatha. “I’d go 
with one of the Never kings if I were you. Good at executions.” 

He jaunted towards the door. “I’m serious about kicking back, though. 
Go enjoy Sherwood Forest. Hell of a lot better than Nottingham. I’ll be at 
the Arrow if you need me—” 

“Robin?” 

“Mmm?” he said, turning. 

“You sure it’s safe here?” Agatha said, her eyes puffy and red, looking 
out at the open treehouses glowing in the middle of a dark Forest. “I know 
it is, of course. . . . It’s just after the last few days .. .” 

Robin Hood put his fingers in his mouth and whistled. Trap nets 
exploded from every direction, swooping down between houses, along with 
snapping bear traps, booby-trapped tree trunks, ricocheting swords, and a 
hailstorm of arrows, slicing through the darkness and embedding in doors. 
Spooked crew members looked out their windows. Hort stirred from a nap. 


“False alarm!” Robin called. 

Everyone grumbled and went back to what they were doing. 

Robin smiled at Agatha. “Go. Enjoy the night. Sometimes when things 
get too dark, we need help remembering why life’s worth living.” 

“I don’t think I can,” Agatha rasped. “Not tonight.” 

“Don’t do it for you, pumpkin,” Robin said. “Do it for him.” 

Agatha followed his eyes out the window to the hill where she and the 
crew had just returned from, moonlight casting down on a row of graves... 

And a boy in a blood-soaked shirt, standing in front of the newest ones. 


Lancelot and Lady Gremlaine had been buried at sunset, when Sherwood 
Forest had the humid, heavy scent of a jungle. But now that it was dark, 
Agatha’s route back to the gravesite felt new, as if the Forest only came 
alive at night. Fairy girls in green dresses and fluorescing pink wings poked 
their heads out of tree holes, tittering: “Thats Sophie 5 friend!” “Oooh, we 
love Sophie!” “Whos Sophie?” “The one with pretty clothes!” “Didnt 
Sophie kill fairies?” “I heard the Storian got that part wrong!” A trollcat 
bobbed his head out of branches to see what the commotion was about and 
sneezed, scattering the fairies. Agatha, meanwhile, almost stepped on a 
forest gnome, who was livid at first, then recognized her, chanting, 
“AGATA, AGATA,” and holding out a pint-sized notebook for her to 
autograph before his frumpy wife pulled him back into his hole. 

Agatha sighed, relieved that for once her fairy tale’s fame hadn’t 
resulted in sleazy tabloid headlines or someone trying to kill her. Two 
dragon birds, one red, one orange, breathed fire as she passed, scorching a 
mouse they’d caught, then chittered happily in her direction as they ate it. A 
family of sparklefrogs burped the Camelot anthem in salute and a fat 
mongoose leapt out of a log, mouth full of butterflies, and pipped, “Uma 
friend!” 

Slowly Agatha’s body relaxed in the thicket’s muggy warmth, the 
trauma of the last few hours melting away. Even in the most beautiful 
stretches of the Endless Woods, there was always an undercurrent of 
danger. But here in Sherwood Forest, Robin and his Merry Men had created 
their own magical Woods within the Woods, untouched by the politics of 
the Ever-Never world. In fact, given he was at once a thief, a philanderer, 


and a champion of the poor, Agatha wasn’t even sure if Robin himself was 
Good or Evil... and Robin probably liked it that way. 

As she approached the hill, Agatha glimpsed Tedros’ silhouette and felt 
a swell of love. Robin was right: no matter how much sadness or pain she 
felt, Tedros was feeling it a thousand times worse. Her prince needed her. 

She crested towards the gravesite, coming up behind Tedros—and 
stopped. 

He wasn’t alone. 

Without really knowing why, Agatha ducked behind a tree so she could 
overhear. 

“T used to make-believe I was Sir Lancelot when I was little,” Rhian 
was saying, barefoot and freshly bathed in a black cut-off shirt and beige 
breeches. “Riding alongside your father and slaying the Green Knight. 
Imagining that I was standing before the people after a triumphant battle, 
exchanging gifts with the king. I ruined a lot of pillows jabbing at them 
with wooden spoons, pretending they were enemies of King Arthur... . I 
dreamed of serving Camelot one day, just like Sir Lancelot did.” 

“Lots of boys did. And still do,” said Tedros, his blood-spattered shirt 
unbuttoned in the heat. “Had a guard at the castle recently who dreamed of 
serving Camelot too . . . only to then betray it.” 

“Serving is much harder than the work of dreaming,” said Rhian. “I just 
wish my own service didn’t have to take the place of Sir Lancelot’s.” 

A few fairies settled in Tedros’ hair, clearly listening in. By their light, 
Agatha could see the new knight was taller than the king and darker in 
complexion, though not as pumped with muscle. Still, with his cropped 
hair, high forehead, and sculpted jaw, he seemed sturdier than Tedros. More 
intense. 

“You really think the Snake is your brother?” Rhian asked. “That he’s 
your father’s son?” 

“Lady Gremlaine never said it for sure. But she said she’d done 
something terrible, something she’d hidden from Arthur and the world,” 
said Tedros. “Plus, the Snake called me ‘Brother.’ He vowed he can pull 
Excalibur. And Lady Gremlaine never denied it. And yet, if he can pull 
Excalibur from the stone . . . that would mean he’s truly my father’s son. 
Would my father’s son try to kill his own brother? Would he really murder 
Lancelot? His father’s best friend and knight?” 


“A friend and knight who betrayed your father. A knight with your 
father’s price on his head,” said Rhian warily. “Maybe the Snake is taking 
revenge in your father’s name. If Dot hadn’t captured him, your mother 
might very well have been next.” 

Tedros stiffened. “All this time, I thought King Arthur’s son could never 
be a villain like the Snake. I never considered he could be a villain because 
he’s Arthur’s son.” He looked at Rhian. “So it is possible, then. The Snake 
might be Camelot’s real king.” 

“Don’t fear, sire. The Snake is in prison where he belongs. When you 
return, you will try your hand at Excalibur again. And this time, I’m sure it 
will give you the answer you deserve,” said Rhian warmly. “In the 
meantime, you have a kingdom to take care of. A wedding to plan.” He 
paused. “And a mother to be there for.” 

Tedros looked at him, his mouth quivering. “I’m dreading going back, 
Rhian.” 

“Tedros—” 

“You don’t understand. I hated Lancelot after he took my mother away. 
I wanted him to die. But in the end, I learned to love him like my own dad. 
My mother won’t be able to live without him. Lance was her whole life. 
And to watch her stand there at my wedding alone... I can’t do it. I just 
can’t. I don’t know why she made Lancelot come with me into the Woods. 
I’m not enough for her—” 

“Yes, you are,” said Rhian. “You said it yourself. She knew the risks of 
sending Lancelot into the Woods. But you’re worth those risks to her. Or 
she wouldn’t have made Lancelot go with you.” 

Tedros sniffled, dabbing at his eyes quickly. “So you don’t just save 
kings’ lives, you talk sense into them too.” 

“All part of a knight’s work.” 

“Is dying part of a knight’s work too?” said Tedros morosely. “Because 
every knight I have ends up dead.” 

“PIL take my chances,” said Rhian. “My duty as a knight is to protect 
you, with all the risks that incurs.” 

Tedros looked at him, wiping his nose with his shirt. “Where were you 
when I was at school? You could have saved me from... you know... 
girls.” 

Rhian laughed. 





Behind the tree, Agatha spied on them, conflicted. On the one hand, she 
was so relieved Tedros had someone to talk to after such a terrible loss. On 
the other hand, she was envious that he wasn’t sharing these feelings with 
her. She couldn’t remember a time when he’d been this open with her 
during the last six months. Or ever. 

“Seriously, how could the School Master not take you?” Tedros asked. 

“Beats me,” said Rhian. “I’m from Foxwood, which sends more boys to 
the School for Good than any other Ever kingdom. And I tried to be a Good 
boy growing up. But on kidnapping day, I didn’t get a Flowerground ticket. 
Sometimes I think my mother hid it. She never wanted me to go to that 
school. But I also wonder if I’d be here today if I’d been in your class at the 
School for Good. Out in the Woods, I could prove myself to you by being 
there when it mattered: fighting the Snake at the Four Point or riding across 
the Ever and Never lands, beating back the Snake’s thugs, and saving your 
friends’ quests. At school, I would have just been another Everboy trying to 
curry your favor. At school, there’s no real way to prove that you can be a 
good knight.” 

“Or a good king,” said Tedros. 

“Or a good son,” sighed Rhian. 

Tedros raised a brow. 

“From what I know of your story, we have a lot in common,” Rhian 
explained. “My father died too. My relationship with my mother is... 
difficult. And when neither parent is a comfort, you live haunted by their 
shadows instead of finding your way out from under them. But hearing The 
Tale of Sophie and Agatha showed me a path. Camelot has a divine duty to 
unite the Woods in times of crisis. That’s why I idolized your father over 
mine. His power transcended Good and Evil and made both sides look to 
him as a leader. Maybe he didn’t always use this power the way he should 
have, but he was more than a king. He was a legend. And that's why I’m 
here to help you. Because I realized it’s my destiny to make sure the one 
true king rules Camelot and that you and your queen earn your rightful 
place.” 

Tedros took this in, silent for a moment. “So you risk your life .. . you 
risk your name... you put everything on the line... for me?” 

“For you. And for Camelot.” The young knight cracked a smile. “And 
for Sophie.” 


Tedros burst out laughing. “Now we have the truth! Be a knight to me 
and my queen and you can snake your way to the queen’s best friend! Of all 
the girls in the Woods . . . Sophie!” He thumped Rhian on the back. 
“Godspeed, friend. You’ll learn your lesson in time.” 

“Unlike you, I know how to handle her,” Rhian ragged, tripping him. 

“Only one way to handle her. Hide in a cave until she’s gone,” said 
Tedros, booting him in the behind. 

Both boys bent over, cracking up; fairies careened out of the young 
king’s hair. 

Tedros’ laughter ebbed. His expression changed. “Fitting, isn’t it? 
Lancelot dies and you appear,” he said quietly. “As much as I loved 
Chaddick, I wasn’t bonded to him like my father was to Lance. I never had 
that kind of knight. I never had a brother. At least not one I knew about. 
Perhaps I resented Sophie so much because of how close she was with 
Agatha. And I never had something like that with a boy—or at least nothing 
that ever lasted. Maybe because I never could fully trust one after what 
happened between my father and Lance. .. . But you’re different than all 
the rest. It feels like I finally have my own Lance.” 

Rhian smiled. “A Lance that isn’t after your girl.” 

The two boys gazed at each other. 

“Want to get dinner?” Tedros asked. “I’m famished and Marian’s Arrow 
has a back room that actually serves decent food—” 

Rhian grinned. “If it was any other night...” 

“You dog! You have a date with Sophie!” Tedros said. 

“At Beauty and the Feast. Dot helped me use Camelot’s courier crow to 
make reservations before I came here to check on you. Turns out Dot’s 
heading there for a date too.” 

“Beauty and the Feast! Where a piece of bread costs more than a new 
carriage? Where a cook once killed himself because he served a gold- 
truffle-coated steak two shades overdone?” 

“Have to make an impression, don’t I? Bring Agatha. We can all sit 
together.” 

“First things first, I'd rather go on a date with Hort than sit at dinner 
with Sophie. Plus, getting Agatha to go to Beauty and the Feast would be 
like trying to get a cat to swim. She’d spend the whole meal ridiculing the 
place. Besides, we shouldn’t be wasting what little money Camelot has. 





You and I can do dinner another time. Especially since you’ll be my knight 
at Camelot for a long while to come.” Tedros hesitated. “If you want to 
come home with me, that is.” 

Rhian locked eyes with the king. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” He 
put his hand on Tedros’ shoulder. “And if you need someone to stand by 
you when you first see your mother...” 

“Thank you, Sir Rhian... but PII have Agatha with me,” said Tedros 
softly. 

Rhian straightened. “Of course, Your Highness.” 

“You better go get changed for dinner,” said Tedros, buttoning his shirt. 
“They won’t let you in looking like you’re going to the gym. Or Sophie 
won't, at least... .” 

The knight rocked back on his heels. “Trust me. Pll be taming that girl 
long before she tames me. Should we walk back?” 

“Think Pll stay out here a bit longer,” said the king. 

“See you later, then.” 

“See you later.” 

The two boys parted. Tedros watched Rhian go. 

He stood at Lancelot’s grave for a long moment, fairies detonating 
around him, before he turned to leave— 

“Hey,” he said, surprised. 

Agatha treaded uphill towards him. “Was worrying where you were. I’m 
starving.” 

“T was about to head back,” said Tedros. 

“Everything okay?” 

“Yeah. Why?” 

“You were gone awhile.” 

“Lost track of time. You know, just thinking a bit... .” 

“By yourself?” 

Tedros batted at a fairy hovering around his ear. “I need a shower. If you 
wait for me, we can grab a quick dinner at the Arrow,” he said, jogging past 
Agatha— 

“Tedros?” 

He stopped and turned. 

“Can we go somewhere else for dinner?” Agatha asked. “Somewhere, 
you know .. . nice.” 


Tedros stared at her. “Nice? ” 


Less than an hour later, Agatha and Tedros arrived at a boxy cottage deep in 
the Forest, with dark-green brick walls and a terra-cotta rooftop. Dressed in 
a tight red dress that wasn’t her own and standing next to Tedros, who wore 
a borrowed blue tuxedo with a gold bowtie, Agatha blinked skeptically at 
the dumpy-looking house. 

“I put on a dress . . . for this?” she said. 

Tedros knocked on the door. 

A slit opened and two dark eyes glared through. “Reservation time?” 
said an oily voice. 

Tedros steeled himself. “We don’t have reservations.” 

The slit slammed shut and high-pitched cackles echoed behind it. 

Tedros knocked again. 

The slit reopened. “Reservation ti— Oh. You. Surely you know that 
Beauty and the Feast is both the most sought-after meal in the Endless 
Woods as well as the recipient of ‘Best Restaurant’ from the Everwood 
Gastronomical Society for the last 265 years straight. Even with the Snake 
crippling the Woods, we haven’t lost a single reservation. Reservations that 
must be made months, if not years, in advance, though we made an 
exception tonight for Sophie of Woods Beyond, a diva, icon, goddess, and 
personal hero of mine, and her date, a gorgeous new knight of Camelot—all 
of which is to say, we do not have room for stragglers off the street. So 
please take you and your poorly tailored clothing and vacate the premises 
before I call the dogs.” 

The slit slid closed. 

Agatha knocked. 

The eyes reappeared, about to combust— 

“I'm Sophie’s best friend,” said Agatha. 

“I’m the King of Camelot,” said Tedros. 

“And I’m the Queen of Bazoo,” the slimy voice said. 

“No. Really,” said Tedros, staring hard at him. 

The eyes looked at him. Then at Agatha. 

“Mamasita!” the voice gasped. 

The door flew open and a man appeared, his skin caked in bronzer, his 
thick, black toupee crowned with gold feathers, and his tall, lithe body 


wrapped in what appeared to be a fur kimono. 

“Welcome, welcome, welcome!” he said, seizing Agatha by one arm 
and Tedros by the other and dragging both through the door into the 
restaurant, whirling with color and motion. “I’m Masha Mahaprada, Master 
of Dining and Chief Visionary Officer of Beauty and the Feast! Tonight’s 
theme is ‘Through the Looking Glass: Our Bodies, Our Food, 
Ourselves... .’” 

Agatha scanned the place, wide-eyed. Tablecloths made of peacock 
feathers lay across gold-legged tables, heaped with chicken liver fondue, 
samphire tempura, pheasant wing confit, crab escabeche, vegetable towers, 
and chocolate waterfalls. .. . Evers and Nevers dined in proximity, clad in 
the most lavish outfits—luminescent dresses, swan-feather hats, sequined 
saris, crog-skin suits, stymph-bone jewelry (even the trolls were dressed up) 
—with any enmity between Good and Evil transcended by the shared 
experience of an extraordinary meal. Red foxes in crisp black tuxedos took 
orders, magic carpets brought and cleared plates, and hummingbirds 
swooped in and swept away breadcrumbs. Mini-chandeliers over tables 
dripped magical gold at the start of each course while fireworks exploded 
upon the completion of desserts, and a neon cricket symphony surfed the 
restaurant on discs of white-chocolate ganache, playing a love serenade. 

“Now a few simple rules of dining,” Masha confided, clutching Agatha 
and Tedros tightly. 

A chorus of lovebirds, each a different color of the rainbow, landed on 
Agatha’s and Tedros’ shoulders and sang a jingly song— 


Beauty and the Feast 

Beauty and the Feeeeast 

Where boys bring girls to give them rings 
And a kiss or two at leeeeast 


Girls, wear your best dresses 

Let the boys take all your stresses 
They'll order for you and make all of you 
Feel like the very best princesses 


Girls, don t talk too loudly 


Boys, don t talk too brashly 
And both of you—this includes me too — 
No politics, they "re ghastly 





So enjoy your meal 

Please try the veal 

Dont slurp or burp or splash or gnash 
And most important of allllllll . . . 
ALWAYS PAY IN CASH! 


Tedros and Agatha looked at each other. 

“It's very ... sexist,” said Agatha. 

“It’s very ... expensive,” said Tedros. 

“Sherwood Forest, darling. Chi chi chi chi chi!” said Masha, pulling 
them ahead. 

Agatha held her breath, soaking in the spectacle. At one table, a boy and 
girl kissed over a smoking chocolate volcano, shrouding them in red mist, 
before it erupted with strawberry mousse. At another, two giants shared an 
appropriate-sized mountain of rabbit and fennel linguini, while at a side 
table, two old fairy godmothers waved their wands to extinguish a crepe 
that had been over-flambéed. 

“Agatha!” said a girl’s voice. 

Agatha turned to see Dot rushing towards her in a sparkly, flower-print 
dress. “We just finished eating and are headed to the Arrow! Oh, Tedros, 
you look so handsome and you know I never say that, because I don’t want 
to blow up your ego since it’s already past capacity. Eek, there goes my 
date,” she said, pointing to a tall boy in a brown cap ahead of her, already 
opening the front door. “Meet us at the Arrow later!” 

Dot hurried off as Masha propelled Tedros and Agatha forward. “Come, 
my loves, PII show you your table... .” 

Agatha noticed Tedros squint back at the front door, frowning. 

“What is it?” she said. 

“That boy she was with,” said Tedros. 

“Is your place as the Fairest One of All threatened?” 

“Pssh, no... I mean, that’s not what I meant... .” 


But now they had to part ways to let two waiters hurry through, toting a 
pepper-roasted goat on a spit— 

“PII put you at the second-best table, right next to Sophie and her 
knight, so you can all be together,” said Masha, taking hold of them again. 
“I was saving it for myself in the hopes that I could join Sophie for dessert, 
but you, of course, have priority... .” 

Tedros, still peeking back at the front door, suddenly whipped his head 
forward. “Wait. Next to Sophie? No no no no no—” 

But it was too late. Sophie and Rhian were already up and out of their 
seats as they saw their friends coming towards them, with Rhian in his blue- 
and-gold suit, freshly cleaned, and Sophie perfectly matched in a 
shimmering blue-and-gold gown. 

“Aggie, darling! Who knew you even ate in restaurants,” Sophie teased, 
kissing her on both cheeks. “And you’re wearing a dress! And lipstick! 
Without my help! We really are in a fairy tale. Oh, you look marvelous, 
darling! I messaged Brone to bring my dress all the way from the ship to the 
Forest, even though the poor thing has a broken leg. But I just had to wear 
Camelot colors alongside Camelot’s newest knight—” She finally glanced 
at Tedros. “Oh. Hello, Teddy.” 

Tedros barely smiled. “Hi,” he said before quickly turning to Rhian. 

Sophie nuzzled up to Agatha. “Aggie, isn’t Rhian a hunk? I can see why 
Teddy wants him as a knight. With Rhian behind him, he’ll look a bit more 
regal, won’t he? Don’t give me that look. You know I love you both. While 
we’re on the subject, we should talk about the wedding. It’s only a few 
weeks away and now I have a date! But let’s focus on you. For the cake, 
Pm thinking...” 

Agatha tuned out, trying to hear Tedros and Rhian next to her. 

“How’d you get your suit so clean?” Tedros was saying to him. 

“Fairies! Moment I took my shirt off, they came fluttering into my 
treehouse, offering to help,” Rhian chuckled. “Boy crazy, that lot . . .” The 
knight saw Agatha watching them. “Hi, I’m not sure we’ve really met,” he 
said to Agatha, cutting off Sophie midsentence. “I’m Rhian.” 

“Sorry, we didn’t mean to intrude on your date,” Agatha said self- 
consciously. 

“Not at all. Let’s pull our tables together,” Rhian insisted, about to 
bridge the gap between them. “We just finished ordering—” 


“No, a little distance is just fine,” said Tedros, pushing Agatha into a 
seat and jumping into one of his own. “Please, don’t let us distract you.” 
“Won’t even notice you’re there,” Sophie said tartly to Tedros, before 


winking at Agatha and sitting back down. 
Tedros reclined into his chair and exhaled. Before Agatha could speak, a 


handsome fox appeared with two menus. Agatha read hers in the chandelier 
light... 
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BEAUTY and the FEAST 
Special Menu for Sophie & Friends 


APPETIZER SAMPLER 
Sophie's Dewy Skin Cold Soup: 
Pureed sea cucumber infused with fairy-churned sparkle butter and egg- 
white fireworks 


followed by 


Callis’ Forest Herb Salad: Kyrgios pea shoots, enchanted mushrooms, and 
a poached golden goose egg with magic-bean dressing 


followed by 


Wish Fish Crudo: Delicate mermaid pearls and royal lily pads swirled with 
jellied sunshine and served in a pirate treasure chalice 


followed by 


Doom Room Dumplings: Savage Sea urchin shells stuffed with white-swan 
gold caviar and peacock egg-cream 


CHOICE OF ENTREE: 


1. “Edgar and Essa” Duo of Lamb: Emerald-dusted lamb shank embossed 
with foamed pixie’s breath and a mahogany-smoked lamb pillow with a 


wood-nymph essence reduction 
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Hester's Gingerbread House Brälee: Altazarra buttercream pudding crusted 


with petrified blood orange and sprinkled with cau de white rose 
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with a princess-pea granita and sweetened dragon-fire beads 


FLAT PRICE: 


20 gold pieces per person 





2. Agatha’s Gold Fingerglow Fondue: 
Sumptuous yak cheese aged in a siren’s cave, melted and served with 
spheres of stardust cream and okra foam meringues, in a levitating 
leprechaun gold pot 


3. Dean Dovey s Deconstructed Chicken Pot Pie: 
An arrangement of silk-fed roast chicken cubes dipped in rainbow glow and 
topped with moon-glimmer gravy 


DESSERT SAMPLER 
Evers’ Snow Ball Mousse: Ethereal clouds of white chocolate enriched with 
opal tapioca, topped with Frostplains crystal snow tuiles 


followed by 


Hester s Gingerbread House Brúlée: Altazarra buttercream pudding crusted 
with petrified blood orange and sprinkled with eau de white rose 


followed by 


No-Ball Dancing Jelly: Bewitched hazelnut gelatin mold with a princess- 
pea granita and sweetened dragon-fire beads 


FLAT PRICE: 
20 gold pieces per person 


“Lucky Robin gave us some of his gold,” Tedros murmured, patting a 
satchel in his coat pocket. 

“Lucky Robin’s house had one of Marian’s old dresses that fit me and 
that the vendor at Sherwood Suits recognized you or else we’d be eating in 
a pub somewhere off a menu I could actually understand,” said Agatha. 

They both looked up and snickered. 


Silence lingered, each of them waiting for the other to continue the 
conversation. 

In the void, Agatha could hear Rhian and Sophie talking— 

“My name is on your map?” Rhian asked, surprised. 

“Yes! The Quest Map made by the Storian,” said Sophie. “But that’s 
only possible if you’re a student at the School for Good and Evil.” 

Rhian chewed on his lip. “Maybe my mother hid my Flowerground 
ticket after all.” 

“Rhian is a beautiful name, by the way,” said Sophie, as their fox waiter 
brought a basket of buttermilk bread. “Where did you get it from?” 

“My father named me.” 

“After the Good School Master? The one Rafal killed in the Great War? 
That’s what his twin brother was named.” 

“Was it?” Rhian laughed, biting into a roll. “Better change my name, 
then. A bit too much to live up to. Sophie fits you perfectly, though.” He 
winked at her. 

“Not sure that’s a compliment, but I’ll certainly take it as one,” she said 
archly. 

Agatha noticed Tedros listening too, but now their waiter reappeared. 

“PI have the chicken,” said Agatha. 

“PII have the lamb,” said Tedros. 

The fox took their menus and glided away. 

Agatha smiled at Tedros, trying to reset. 

“Feels like our first date,” she said shyly. 

“Most of our relationship has taken place in times of war,” said Tedros. 
“We’re still figuring out how to do peace.” 

More awkward silence. 

“You’ve been through a lot today. More than any of us,” said Agatha, 
trying to force the same intimacy she’d seen between him and Rhian. “Do 
you want to talk about it?” 

Tedros put his hand through the gold drops from the chandelier, which 
magically passed through his palm. “I’d rather talk about other things. Like 
why you didn’t write me when you promised you would.” 

“I didn’t want you to worry about me,” Agatha sighed. “If you knew 
what we were dealing with on our quest, you’d have panicked.” 

“I see,” said Tedros, not looking at her. 


“But my point is you can confide in me, Tedros. I don’t want to repeat 
the mistakes of the past six months. You can tell me things. Anything. 
About how you’re feeling. Don’t try to protect me—” 

“Says the girl who wouldn’t pick up a pen to tell me how she was 
feeling because she was trying to protect me,” said Tedros, his gaze settling 
on her again. “And then you wonder why I don’t tell you things.” 

Agatha didn’t know what to say. 

“I'm going to the bathroom,” Tedros said, getting up. 

Agatha fidgeted with the tablecloth as he left. In the silence, she could 
hear Rhian and Sophie again. 

“I was talking to Hester and Anadil after the burial,” said Sophie, 
nibbling around the edge of a roll. “I suggested you might be a good 
candidate for School Master. We need a new one, as you know—” 

“School Master!” Rhian nearly spewed his cider. “So I can fly you in 
and out of my tower like Rafal did? So you can replay your fairy-tale 
fantasy with someone slightly less murderous and far less qualified?” 

“No!” Sophie said, offended. “I think—or we think—you’d be perfect 
for the job. You’d still have to interview with Professor Dovey, of course, 
but given my popularity with the students, I’m sure my opinion would have 
more weight—” 

“Not interested,” said Rhian. “In the position, that is. Still interested in 
you.” He flashed a smile and Sophie blushed. “But I have a job now for the 
rest of my life. At Tedros’ side.” 

“I know,” said Sophie sincerely. “But I have a job too. One that isn’t at 
Camelot, where you and Teddy will be.” 

“Are you happy being Dean?” 

“Im good at it,” said Sophie. “It’s what I was meant to do.” 

“But are you happy?” 

“Pd be happier if you were School Master.” 

Rhian smiled. “I don’t want us to be apart. You’ll just have to visit 
Camelot often. It’s less than a day’s journey.” 

“If only it was that simple. Teddy wouldn’t even let me in the castle to 
plan his own wedding, let alone ‘visit often.’ Plus, to be honest, I think he 
feels a bit insecure around me. .. .” Sophie checked to make sure Agatha 
wasn’t listening. (Agatha dropped her napkin and pretended to be looking 
for it.) “. . . given how poorly Teddy’s reign started versus how successful 


I’ve been as Dean, I mean,” Sophie said to Rhian, softer. “Catching the 
Snake will help Teddy’s reputation, of course. But I just don’t think he’ll 
ever feel comfortable around me. Too much history. And maybe... well, I 
shouldn’t say it... . It doesn’t even make sense... .” 

“Tell me,” said Rhian. 

Sophie again glanced at Agatha, who was watching the cricket 
symphony intently. Sophie leaned towards her knight. “I think deep down, 
Teddy knows I’d make a better king than he would.” 

“Ah,” said Rhian. “King Sophie .. .” 

The knight cracked up. 

So did Sophie. “I told you it was silly—” 

“Your story promised you’d be a handful, but I had no idea.” 

Sophie stopped laughing. “I ruined it, didn’t I... . I shouldn’t have said 
anything. . . . I should have faked being nice and bashful like all the other 
girls you date—” 

“I like you even better now, if that’s what you’re asking,” said Rhian. 

Sophie stared at him, speechless for once. 

“Come back with me to Camelot,” said Rhian. “Just for a few days. It'll 
give you and Tedros a chance to thaw before you go back to school. Once 
he sees me with you on his home turf, he’ll realize it’s the perfect ending. 
That you and him don’t have to be at odds. The four of us can be true 
friends, regardless of where we are.” 

Sophie considered this. “But my students...” 

“T’m sure the other Dean can handle things. Just a few days. The school 
will still be there when you get back.” 

“You really think we can have a perfect ending?” Sophie asked. 

“You deserve it. Anyone who says you can’t isn’t telling you the Truth,” 
said Rhian. 

Sophie took him in. . . then turned to Agatha. “What do you think, 
Aggie?” she asked, her green eyes twinkling as if she knew her friend had 
been listening all along. 

Agatha startled in her chair. “What? Oh. Um—” 

“What does Agatha think about what?” Tedros asked as he sat back 
down. 

Agatha, Sophie, and Rhian spun to him— 

“Nothing,” they said. 


Foxes circled the tables. 
The first course had arrived. 


After dinner, they walked through the darkest part of the Forest towards 
Marian’s Arrow, the four of them together. 

Agatha had her arm hooked in Tedros’ as Rhian and Sophie cuddled on 
the sandy path ahead of them. 

“I’m going to burst out of these clothes,” said Tedros with a burp. 

“I've never eaten so much in my life,” Agatha moaned, feet shuffling 
lazily. “Even Sophie had dessert. Sophie. She ate all three!” 

“What do you mean, ‘all three’? All six! She ate mine too!” Rhian 
called out, pecking Sophie on the cheek. 

“I don’t care if I have to do yoga in a steam room for eight hours 
tomorrow and juice fast for the rest of my life... ,” Sophie said, wobbly- 
legged and food-drunk in Rhian’s arms. “It was worth it.” 

“And that is how a witch is felled,’ Tedros whispered to Agatha. 
“Gourmet dining.” 

Agatha nuzzled into his chest as they watched Sophie and Rhian kissing 
intensely. 

“I remember when we were like that,” Agatha sighed. 

“What do you mean ‘were’?” said Tedros, sweeping her up in his arms 
and kissing her as he carried her. 

“Oh, put me down,” said Agatha. 

“You told me to put you down when I carried you at school and then 
you fainted and Sophie turned into Satan and we almost died,” said Tedros, 
clasping her tighter. “So request denied.” 

Agatha relaxed in his arms. “I love you, Tedros.” 

“I love you, Agatha.” 

“You love me even though sometimes I try to control things too much?” 
she said. 

“You love me even though sometimes I try to shield you too much?” he 
said. 

“You love me even though I don’t write you when I’m supposed to?” 
she said. 

“Well, it’s not like you write Sophie either,” said Tedros. 

Agatha laughed. 


“No more Snake to worry about. The Woods safe again. Our allies back 
on our side,” said Tedros. “And soon we’ll be king and queen. Husband and 
wife.” 

“We’ll be as good in peace as we are in war,” said Agatha. 

“We already are,” he said, kissing her again. 

“Does anyone actually know where we’re going?” Rhian’s voice 
hollered. 

Tedros lifted his lips off Agatha’s. “Oh, for God’s sake, Rhian. How 
hard is it to follow a path?” 

They were totally lost, it turned out, but no one seemed to care, with 
Tedros now whispering to Rhian at the fore, and Sophie canoodling with 
Agatha behind them. Fairy lights flickered occasionally over their heads as 
if to assure them they were perfectly safe, despite the fact the emerald 
Forest had turned ink-black and they could hardly see each other’s shadows 
anymore. 

When a silent moment finally came, it was the king who broke it. 

“If Sophie wants to come stay at Camelot for a few days, it’s fine,” said 
Tedros. 

“There’s my man,” Rhian crowed, slinging an arm around him. 

Sophie and Agatha goggled at each other. 

“Provided she does all the wedding planning and stays locked in the 
dungeon,” Tedros said, half-joking. 

“Will Rhian be locked in the dungeon with me?” Sophie asked. 

The four of them burst into laughter. 

“Speaking of witches . . . ,” said Tedros. 

Far off the side of the path, Agatha could see a small fire burning in a 
dug-out pit. At its edge, Hester and Anadil leaned against each other, 
speaking softly as they roasted marshmallows and ate them off sticks. 
Neither noticed the group. 

“Should we go say hi?” Tedros whispered. 

Sophie and Agatha swiveled to him at the same time. “No.” 

Sophie smiled at Agatha knowingly. 

“Let them be,” said Sophie. 

The witches weren’t the only ones taking sanctuary in the Forest. As the 
foursome went on, they spotted a tent made out of a bedsheet, surrounded 


by melting wax candles, lighting up two shadows inside the tent, kissing 
and giggling. 

“Now this we have to see,” Sophie said. 

She sashayed into the thicket and pulled open the tent— 

Hort and Nicola tumbled out. 

“I told you I heard someone!” Nicola said. 

“Hiya,” Hort beamed, seeing Agatha, Tedros, and Rhian first. “Robin 
told us you guys went to Beauty and the Feast. I wanted to take Nic there 
for our first date, but I don’t have the money, so I made a picnic inste—” 

He saw Sophie. But Hort didn’t look the slightest bit embarrassed or 
aggrieved. “Um, you guys going to the Arrow?” 

“We’re on our way right now,” said Sophie. “Want to join us?” 

“Maybe we’ll meet you there,” said Hort. 

Sophie smiled at him. “No pressure.” She turned to his new girlfriend. 
“Oh, and Nicola, I used one of Robin’s best crows to send a message to 
your father in Gavaldon and let him know you’ll be home for Christmas.” 

Nicola goggled at her. “Y-y-you did?” 

“Didn’t tell him you’d stay home, of course. In case something compels 
you to come back to the Woods,” she said, winking at Hort. 

Hort smiled at Sophie and squired Nicola into his tent. 

“That was so nice of her,” the group heard Nicola saying. 

“Nice of her, indeed,” said Agatha to Sophie as they retook the path. 

“Everyone deserves to be happy in The End,” said Sophie, almost 
singing it. “Including little weasels.” 

By the time they reached Marian’s Arrow, it was well past midnight. In 
their dresses and suits, they traipsed through a silent fernfield to get to the 
rusty barn, painted with a cartoon of a young Robin Hood in his green 
jacket kissing Maid Marian in a white pinafore. From both of their mouths 
came a speech bubble that read: 


LEAVE ALL YE TROUBLES BEHIND 


A beady-eyed vulture peered down at them, perched over the door, 
eating what looked like a deep-fried rat. 

“Password?” he asked throatily. 

“Little John,” said Tedros. 


“Proceed,” said the vulture, sprinkling ratcrumbs. 

Agatha pushed open the steel door. 

A wave of noise crashed over them as Agatha looked around a place 
that was half seedy pub and half country jamboree. Harried waitresses in 
tight Sheriff’s uniforms scampered about, some taking orders, others dive- 
bombing food to the tables, sloshing ginger beer, cheeseballs, and pigskins 
on customers’ heads. In the center of the Arrow, a throng of customers 
square-danced while two billy goats fiddled on their hind legs beneath a 
massive porcelain statue of Maid Marian, tall as a giant, that blew bubbles 
if you deposited a silver piece. Everywhere Agatha looked, she glimpsed 
men wearing brown caps speared with colored feathers, each one of them 
flirting with someone. But she couldn’t see Robin himself anywhere. 

Tedros came back from the bar with four tall mugs of cider— 

“Look, there’s Hood!” he said. 

Agatha spun to see the famous rogue standing atop the bar, a woman 
under each arm who was not Marian, and raising a mug to the crowd. 

“Let us toast first to my Merry Men, for livening these Woods and 
spoiling its women!” The crowd cheered and the men in brown caps around 
the pub took a collective bow. Robin grinned down at Agatha, Tedros, 
Sophie, and Rhian. “Let us also toast to the questers of the School for Good 
and Evil for fighting a battle that not many are willing to fight and 
protecting kingdoms that most of you come to our Forest to escape!” 
Another cheer. “Let us also toast to Maid Marian, for being my true love 
since my own school days and for letting me name this place in her honor, 


and most importantly . . . for being at home asleep!” Perhaps the loudest 
cheer of all. “And let us toast the girl who deserves our greatest thanks on 
this day and always . . . for her courage, her kindness, and her heart. To 
Dot!” 


“To Dot!” the crowd roared. 

“To Dot!” said Tedros, clashing mugs with Agatha, Sophie, and Rhian. 

“But where is Dot?” said Sophie. 

Then Agatha saw her, slumped over a table in the corner. 

“Oh my God,” she said, breaking from Tedros and sprinting to Dot’s 
side. 

“Dot, are you okay?” she breathed. 


“Beauty and the Feast . . . Beauty and the Feeeeassssst . . . ,” Dot 
warbled, looking up, eyes red and squinty, clutching a mug. “Where boys 
bring girls to give them rings—” 

“What is this?” Agatha demanded, snatching the mug out of her hand. 
“What are you drinking?” 

“Chocolate millllk,” Dot mumbled. “What I alllllways drink at the 
Arrrrroooo—” 

Rhian rushed in and seized the mug, sniffing it. He dumped the 
remainder on the table and watched it curdle. “Sleeping Willow seed,” he 
said, eyeing Agatha. “The milk was doctored.” 

“He got me my millllllk . . . Best date everrrrrr,” Dot slurred. 

“Who’s he?” said Tedros intensely, kneeling at her side. 

“Kissss meee, Teddy,” Dot piffled, slumping over. 

Tedros hoisted her up like a child and sat her on the table. He looked 
into her pouty face. “Dot. Who's ‘he’ .” 

“My date... ,” she said, yawning. “Went to the bathroom a few hours 
ago...He’llbe back any second. ...” 

Tedros went white. “The boy I saw at the restaurant?” 

“You thought you recognized him—’” said Agatha, seeing Tedros’ face. 

“Kei doesn’t like Teddy,” said Dot, poking at Tedros’ muscles. “Kei 
wanted to see Daddy’s keys . . . said he’d give me a kiss for each one I 
showed him . . . Look how many kisses I got. . . .” Dot dug into her dress 
and thrust her keys into the air like a trophy— 

Dot screamed. 

The whole Arrow screeched to a stop: the music, the dancing, the beer. 

Because the key ring Dot was holding had no keys left. 


By the time they made it to the jail, blood spilled out its doors like a river. 
The cell door was ajar, the magic sack inside shredded to threads and 
scattered about the stone floor like snakes. 
And guarding the cell were three Merry Men, with eyes wide open, their 
hearts speared through with their own arrows. 


PR. 
TEDROS 


Questions of a King 


This meeting will come to order!” Tedros declared, standing in front of the 
captain’s wheel of the /graine as it flew through the pink-and-purple dawn 
sky. He looked down at the gathered crew, still in their clothes from the 
night before and sitting cross-legged on the deck. “I won’t waste words, as 
Professor Dovey’s crystal ball does not give us much time with her—” 





“Indeed,” said the Dean, from a watery bubble hovering next to Tedros’ 
head, her office a mess in the background. “The Snake is on the loose after 
escaping Nottingham, and though neither he nor his scims have yet to be 
sighted, he will surely come for Camelot, for Excalibur, and for the king. 
We must protect all three. Judging from my Quest Map, your ship will 
arrive at Camelot in an hour and we need to be clear on the plan—” 

“Now as to the details of this plan—” Tedros cut in. 

“Tedros, I think it’s best if I handle—” 


The king turned to the Dean. “We may be your students, but this is my 
kingdom that we’re about to land in. So are you leading this meeting or am 
I?” 

Professor Dovey pursed her lips. “Proceed.” 

Tedros scanned the crew: Rhian watching him intently; Sophie fixed on 
Rhian and nuzzling his arm; Hort, Nicola, Hester, Anadil, Beatrix, Reena, 
Kiko, Willam, and Bogden. (The rest of the students they’d left at a clinic in 
Nottingham, so they could recuperate from their injuries sustained at the 
Four Point.) 

“Where’s Agatha?” he heard Kiko whisper to Sophie. 

“Taking care of Dot in her room,” Sophie whispered back. “Dot’s too 
afraid to show her face.” 

“She should be,” Hort grumbled. 

“First of all, this is not Dot’s fault,” Tedros admonished the group. “The 
boy named Kei of Foxwood arrived in Sherwood Forest just a few days 
ago, hounding Robin for a chance to join his Merry Men. Robin ignored 
Kei at first, but when Kei expressed an interest in the Sheriff’s daughter, 
Robin saw a chance to make Dot happy. He told Kei to take Dot on a date 
she’d remember and then maybe he’d consider him for his men. Little did 
he know Kei was in league with the Snake the whole time. So please. What 
happened last night was an accident. Be kind to Dot.” 

“Challenging,” groused Hester. 

“Impossible, honestly,” Anadil mumbled, rats grumbling too. 

“As soon as we land in Camelot, we’ll divide into two teams to fight the 
Snake,” Tedros forged on. “One team will be with me and Agatha at 
Camelot Castle. The other team will be with Rhian and Sophie in Camelot 
City.” 

“I told you he wouldn't let me in the castle,” Sophie murmured to 
Rhian. 

Tedros ignored her. “My team will be responsible for securing the royal 
grounds. You will work with Agatha and me to fortify the towers, protect 
Excalibur, and lay traps for the Snake’s army. Rhian’s team will be 
responsible for helping my mother and our Ever and Never allies to recruit 
an army to fight the Snake’s. Professor Dovey has been in touch with 
Guinevere—” Tedros’ face changed. He looked up at the Dean in her 
bubble. “And she’s, um, aware of everything that happened last night?” 


Professor Dovey paused. “Yes, she is.” 

Tedros swallowed, lost in thought. 

The Good Dean quickly took over. “Ever since the Four Point, 
Guinevere has led Camelot’s allies in building a unified army of Good and 
Evil. Recruitment is currently taking place in Maker’s Market, the main 
thoroughfare of Camelot City. Rhian’s team will join this effort and conduct 
loyalty tests to ensure none of the Snake’s allies make it into our ranks, like 
Kei of Foxwood did... .” 

Kei’s name snapped Tedros out of his daze. He glanced at the Dean, 
thankful she’d stepped in, his stomach still queasy at the thought of his 
mother learning that Lance was dead. Yet as he studied Dovey closer, the 
Dean looked haggard, as if she hadn’t been sleeping. 

“*... Those working on Rhian’s team must be cautious, for the Snake’s 
minions may have already seeped into Camelot City,” the Good Dean was 
saying, stifling a cough. “But before the king assigns you to your teams, I 
have a few questions for our new knight.” Her eyes locked on Rhian. 

“At your service, Professor Dovey,’ said the copper-haired boy, 
immediately rising to his feet. 

“What kingdom are you from, Rhian?” she asked. 

“Foxwood.” 

“Your parents’ names?” 

“Levya and Rosamund. My father is deceased.” 

“Siblings?” 

“Two younger brothers. Stad and Gilderoy.” 

“Address?” 

“62 Stropshire Lane in Foxwood.” 

“Thank you,” said Professor Dovey, scribbling this all down, before 
looking up at him. “You see, I’m afraid there is no record of a Rhian in our 
files for prospective students to either the School for Good or the School for 
Evil.” 

“Perhaps I did not qualify to be a prospective student, then?” said 
Rhian. 

“All children in the Woods and Woods Beyond between the ages of 
twelve and fifteen qualify to be prospective students and thus have a file at 
the school,” Professor Dovey clipped. 


“Then it must be an oversight, surely,’ said Rhian, scratching his 
stubble. “I will be seventeen next month. I would have been in Tedros’ 
class.” 

“If it is an oversight, then why is your name on my Quest Map?” the 
Good Dean pressed. “Why is your name recognized by the Storian?” 

“Because the Storian made a mistake by not including him in our class 
and now is atoning for it,” Sophie snapped, standing up next to her knight. 

“I understand your reservations, Professor Dovey. I would have the 
same ones,” said Rhian, his attention still on the Dean. “I’ve come to serve 
Camelot. To protect its king. I cannot speak to the mysteries of the Storian 
or the admissions process at your school. But if you have doubts about my 
loyalty, then I will return to Foxwood at once.” 

“No one has doubts about your loyalty,” said Tedros, glaring at Dovey. 

“Doubts about your loyalty? No,” said the Dean. “In reporting this fairy 
tale as it unfolds, the Storian has showed me what kind of knight you are, 
Rhian. You’ve saved Tedros’ life. You’ve saved all of my students’ lives, 
along with numerous kingdoms under threat, from Foxwood to Mahadeva 
to Nottingham. Your loyalty to Tedros, to his friends, and to Good is 
unquestioned. What I question is why this loyalty has not come to my 
attention before now. But perhaps that is something that only the Storian 
and our previous School Master have the answers to and, unfortunately, 
neither is capable of giving them. One last question, however.” She peered 
into Rhian’s eyes. “About your intentions towards Sophie—” 

“Oh, for God’s sake, Clarissa!” Sophie scorched. 

“Let me answer,” Rhian said firmly. “Go on, Professor.” 

Professor Dovey gave him a keen once-over. “Do you find it strange for 
a knight of Good to take a Dean of Evil as his lady?” 

“No more strange than a princess of Good like Agatha to have a Dean 
of Evil like Sophie as her best friend. Or a Dean of Good like you to have 
had a Dean of Evil like Lady Lesso as your best friend,” Rhian answered. 
“Good and Evil are no longer as irreconcilable in our world as they once 
were. Something we have to give Sophie quite a bit of credit for. But to be 
perfectly honest, I wouldn’t have wanted the Sophie that came to your 
school her first year. That Sophie was Evil in the most self-serving way. 
There was little to attract someone like me, who wants to do Good in this 
world. But I don’t see that Sophie anymore. Her soul may still skew toward 


Evil, but now her Evil serves the greater Good. It’s what I most admire 
about her. She can change people’s minds. She knows how to lead. I think 
we can all agree on that, Professor. Even more, I think we can all say that 
she deserves to find real love. Wouldn’t you?” 

Sophie’s eyes had turned to stars. 

The Dean of Good smiled warmly. “I look forward to meeting you in 
person, Sir Rhian,” she said, before looking at the king. “Tedros, I leave it 
to you to divide the teams.” 

As Rhian and Sophie sat, Hort leaned over to Nicola: “Watch, Tedros 
won’t pick me for his team because he thinks I’m a loser.” 

“Well, at least we’ll be together, then, "cause he doesn’t even know my 
name,” said Nicola. 

“On my team, it’s Agatha, Hort, Nicola, Kiko, Bogden, and Willam,” 
said Tedros. “On Rhian’s team, it’s Sophie, Hester, Anadil, Dot, Beatrix, 
and Reena.” 

Hort and Nicola blinked, surprised. 

“Any questions?” Tedros asked. 

“Why are all the boys on your team?” said Reena. 

“Because Rhian is all the man a team needs,” Sophie vamped. 

“Next question,” said Tedros, staring Sophie down. 

“How big is the Snake’s army?” said Beatrix. 

“We don’t know,” said Tedros. “But judging from the chaos he caused 
across the Woods and his ability to pay for loyalty, we can expect a sizable 
force.” 

“Can Merlin help us like he did against Rafal and his zombies?” asked 
Kiko. 

“Merlin is missing,” said Professor Dovey gravely. “All I can hope right 
now is that he is still alive.” 

Tedros tensed, sensing the genuine fear in the Dean’s face— 

“You say we have to build an army, but do the people even want to fight 
for Tedros?” Beatrix asked, raising her hand. “From the news we read, it 
doesn’t seem like you have much support from other kingdoms after you 
left them to deal with the Snake on their own. Or from the people of 
Camelot, for that matter. Rhian might have saved half the Woods 
singlehandedly . . . but are those people going to rally behind you?” 

Tedros went bright red. “Um, look...” 


“Tedros is the king,” Rhian lashed, spinning to Beatrix. “The king of the 
Woods’ greatest kingdom. And it is our duty to show the people of Camelot 
and beyond what loyalty to the king looks like. Anyone unable to fulfill that 
duty is welcome to jump off the boat right now.” 

Beatrix shirked under his hot blue-green eyes. “Sheesh. Just asking,” 
she muttered. 

Tedros gave Rhian a grateful nod. “Any other questions?” 

No one spoke. 

“Meeting dismissed,” said Tedros. “Get yourselves something to eat or 
go down for a nap, because as soon as we land, our work begins.” 

He looked up at the Dean, who was already starting to fade. “When can 
you make it to Camelot, Professor?” 

“As soon as I can,” the Dean said vaguely. 

Her bubble vanished while the crew leapt to their feet and headed 
towards the galley. Tedros saw Nicola walking with Rhian. “Sophie was 
asking whether you have any psycho ex-girlfriends from school she should 
worry about,” said Nicola. 

“Mmm, given I went to a school for boys, psycho ex-girlfriends aren’t a 
problem,” Rhian laughed. “Anything else she’s concerned about?” 

“Just that you’re too Good to be true. Surely there’s something wrong 
with you.” 

“T bite my nails, snore if I eat too close to bedtime, have a birthmark on 
my bum, and can be a bit temperamental.” 

“Real dealbreakers,” said Nicola, smirking. 

Tedros made a face. Last he’d heard, Sophie and Nicola were barely 
friends. And now Sophie was sending her to check up on Rhian? 

“Teddy?” 

Tedros turned to see Sophie next to him. 

“T didn’t mean to suggest you aren’t as good or as manly as Rhian,” she 
said. “I was just being stupid—” 

“I know, Sophie.” 

She touched his shoulder. “Will you be okay?” 

The way she left her hand there, Tedros knew this had nothing to do 
with what she’d said about Rhian and everything to do with his having to 
face his mother soon. 

“T have to be,” he said. 


“I know you and I have had our . . . issues. But I’m here for you,” said 
Sophie, quiet and heartfelt. “Please know I mean that.” 

Their eyes met and for a moment, Tedros forgot everything that had 
happened between them. 

He cleared his throat. “I better go check on Agatha,” he said, heading 
towards the galley. 

Tedros paused. “Sophie?” 

He turned to her. 

“Rhian’s my knight. He saved our quests. He saved Ever and Never 
kingdoms from the Snake. You don’t have to hunt for flaws or dig up dirt 
on him,” he said. 

Sophie stared at him quizzically. “Um, I know that,” she said. “Since 
when do you give me love advice?” 

Tedros smiled. “Since I started believing in perfect endings.” 

Then he hustled inside, leaving Sophie wide-eyed behind him. 


By the time Tedros took a bath and had his turn at the enchanted pot—he 
asked it for meatloaf and broccoli and it’d given him pancakes instead—the 
Igraine was starting its descent towards Camelot. 

Hair wet, mouth full, he knocked on Dot’s door. 

Agatha peeked out. “Pll meet you on deck in a minute,” she whispered. 

“Starboard deck, where we can be alone,” said Tedros. 

Agatha nodded and closed the door. 

Tedros could hear Dot’s muffled wails: “It’s not just that I let the Snake 
loose or that everyone thinks I’m horrible or that if anything happens to 
Tedros it'll be my fault. . . . The worst part is Pll never kiss a boy 
agailinnn!” 

“Yes, you will,” said Agatha’s voice. “You'll get over this—” 

“That’s not what I mean. I mean what other boy will ever kiss me? Kei 
was my first kiss! And he only kissed me because he wanted to get my 
keeyyysss....” 

“Dot, love is more than finding a boy to kiss.” 

“You only say that ’cause you get to kiss Tedros all day longgggg!” 

“And we still have our problems, like everyone else,” said Agatha 
patiently. “But if itll make you feel better, you’re welcome to kiss Tedros 
as much as you like.” 


Tedros sighed. 

As he waited in the starboard corridor, elbows on a railing, he watched 
the sky turn gray, dark clouds spiraling around the ship. Tedros tried to steel 
himself, preparing for the war ahead, but he could feel a current of nausea 
underneath his forced calm. Everything about the Snake terrified him. His 
ruthlessness. His coldness. The way he’d slashed Lance without mercy. 

But it was more than that. 

Rafal was Evil, but Evil in a way that Tedros understood. Rafal wanted 
Sophie. Rafal wanted a love so Evil it would destroy Good forever. 

But what did this Snake want? To rule Camelot? Why? 

Is that what he was really after? Or was the Snake after something 
more? 

What scared Tedros the most was that he still didn’t know the answer. 

The ship broke through a wall of clouds, giving him his first view of 
Camelot City. The king’s eyes bulged. Massive lines of people streamed 
through Maker’s Market. It looked like some kind of holiday parade, with 
men, women, children, and mogrifs packing every street. But as Tedros 
tracked the lines, he saw where they led: the gates of Camelot Park, where 
huge signs flashed “ARMY RECRUITMENT: EVERS” and “ARMY 
RECRUITMENT: NEVERS.” The moment the crowd caught sight of the 
Igraine above, they let out a roaring cheer as the ship zipped past the city 
and out over the Savage Sea, curving back around towards Camelot Castle 
and the royal docks. 

“Further proof that no one should ever listen to Beatrix,” said a 
comforting voice. 

Agatha nestled up to him. “Because from what I just saw, the people are 
certainly on your side.” 

“In times of crisis, the Woods needs a leader,” said Tedros. “Maybe they 
finally realized that no matter how many mistakes I make, I will always be 
there to protect them and fight for them and put my life on the line for them, 
just like my father.” 

“Or they’re afraid the Snake’s going to kill them and you’re their only 
hope,” smiled Agatha. 

“That too,” said Tedros. 

“Though according to the Snake, he’s actually the Lion. And you’re the 
Snake,” said Agatha. 


“What?” 

“When he captured us in Jaunt Jolie, he had a Storian of his own—a 
fake Storian—that tells the fairy tales from his point of view. And in his 
version of the story, he’s the Lion and rightful king and you’re the usurping 
Snake. He claims all of this will only end when everything we think is true 
is proven ‘untrue.’” 

Tedros thought about this. “So when Lies become Truth and Truth 
becomes Lies.” 

“Which is impossible, because the Woods knows this Snake now. They 
will never confuse him for a Lion,” said Agatha. “He’s the villain of this 
story. And you’re their hero. That’s why they’re cheering for you.” 

“And it’s why I cannot let them down,” said Tedros. 

He held her tightly as the castle came into view, a light rain starting to 
fall. 

“Dot doing okay?” he asked. “Or do I need to kiss her back to her 
senses?” 

“I was hoping you’d overhear that. She’ll be fine. By the time I left, she 
was turning her tears to chocolate and eating them.” 

“Gross.” 

The ship floated down in front of the castle. Tedros spotted Excalibur in 
the Blue Tower balcony, now guarded by five men and also sealed off in a 
huge, thick glass lockbox. Clearly his mother was taking no chances. 

The moment the /graine hit the water, surfing to the docks, the crew 
bounded to their positions, led by Rhian, lashing the ship to the pier as Hort 
dropped anchor. 

From the railing, Tedros and Agatha watched the knight gather his 
group on the east dock. 

“My team, follow me,” said Rhian, leading Hester, Anadil, Beatrix, and 
Reena away in the rain, with Dot scurrying and sniffling behind. 

“Our turn,” said Tedros, taking Agatha’s hand, about to summon his 
team— 

The king froze, squinting over the railing. Agatha followed his eyes. 

There was a woman at the end of the west dock. 

She wore all white, her hair the same ghostly color, wet from the rain. 

“The Lady of the Lake?” Agatha breathed as she and Tedros moved 
closer— 


Only now they could see the woman’s face. 

Tedros squeezed Agatha’s hand. “Take our group and go,” he ordered. 

“Let me come with—” 

Tedros kissed her gently. “Go. P1 see you inside.” 

Agatha nodded. She gathered Hort, Nicola, Kiko, Willam, and Bogden 
and herded them down the east dock and into the castle. 

Tedros came off the ship alone and faced the woman in white. 

A key made of glass dangled from a chain around her neck. 

“The Snake will have to kill me to get this key,” said Guinevere. “He 
won’t touch Excalibur as long as I’m alive.” 

“I’m sorry, Mother,” Tedros rasped, trying to quell his emotion. 

“My hair changed color the moment I heard the news,” said Guinevere. 
“And yet, I haven’t been able to cry.” 

“He loved you so much,” said her son, his voice breaking. “In a way 
Dad never could. You were everything to Lance. He said it to me ashe... 
ashe...” 

Guinevere pulled him into her arms. “He loved you too, Tedros. Like 
his own son. Even if he wasn’t always sure how to show it.” 

“Why did he kill Lance? Why not me?” Tedros breathed, rain falling on 
his face. 

“Remember what Merlin said,” his mother whispered. “He wants to 
break you. To take away everything you love so you’ll be too weak to fight 
back. But you have to fight back, Tedros. You have to stay strong. Both of 
us do.” 

She tilted his chin towards her. 

Tedros looked into his mother’s fiery eyes. 

“We can’t let that monster win,” said Guinevere. 


Tedros swept through the White Tower, his crown back on his head, peering 
at a map of the castle grounds in one hand and a ledger accounting for all of 
Camelot’s weapons in the other. He crossed through the staff dining hall, 
now turned into a war room, where Chef Silkima and her cooks were filling 
giant barrels with cooking oil. 

“How many barrels, Silkima?” Tedros asked, without stopping. 

“Sixty-four, sire.” 

“And they’ll detonate easily?” 


“At first flame, sire.” 

The young king strode out of the hall and saw Hort in the corridor, 
helplessly surrounded by heaps of broken and rusted weapons: maces, 
spears, axes, swords— 

“This is a holy mess,” said Hort. 

“Which is why I wanted a Hort on my team to fix it,” said Tedros. 

“Aye-aye, sire,” said Hort. 

Tedros veered into the next hall, where Kiko was standing with a beefy, 
shirtless guard amidst piles of mismatched pieces of armor that Kiko was 
trying to fit back together. Tedros raised his brows. 

“I told him that if I could watch him put the armor on, then maybe I'd 
see how it all goes,” Kiko defended. 

Tedros shoved past them and peeked into the stewards’ common room, 
where two maids were trying to repair a mound of splintered bows and 
arrows. He glimpsed a few newspapers spread out on a table. On top was 
the Jaunt Jolie Journal— 


KING TEDROS’ CREW BUNGLES 
SNAKE CAPTURE! LANCELOT DEAD! 
SNAKE ON THE LOOSE! 


Tedros flung it aside to see the latest Camelot Courier— 


SNAKE EYES CAMELOT! 
IS THE LION OUR ONLY HOPE? 


Tedros lifted it up to see the Royal Rot underneath, a huge portrait of 
Rhian and Sophie on its front page— 


DREAMY LION IN LOVE 
WITH TEDROS’ EX-FLAME? 


Tedros rolled his eyes, hurrying back into the hall. Agatha accosted him, 
Reaper at her heels. 

“Guinevere and I met with the Treasury Master. Good news is the 
leaders of our allied kingdoms are contributing weapons, armor, and men to 
our army. Bad news is they’re only doing this on the condition that the 


‘Lion’ lead that army instead of you, since a) he saved so many of their 
kingdoms from the Snake, and b) they blame you for losing the Snake last 
night, since Dot is your friend.” 

“And is there a reason these leaders won’t tell me this to my face?” 
Tedros asked, frowning. 

“When they found out the Lion was in town, they went gaggling out of 
the castle to try and meet him. Dragged your mother with them.” 

“Whatever,” Tedros growled. “Let them think Rhian is leading the army. 
He’s my knight. His loyalty is to me, not them.” 

“How else can I help?” Agatha pressed. 

“Check on Rhian’s team in Maker’s Market. I’m worried the Snake or 
his thugs will find their way in, especially if my mother’s down there,” said 
Tedros. “If you see anything, shoot your glow into the sky. Don’t try and 
fight them yourselves. Deal?” 

“Deal,” said Agatha, hurrying away. 

“Agatha?” 

She turned. 

“We are good in war, aren’t we?” said Tedros. 

“PII ask Sophie if she can do a war-themed wedding, then,” said Agatha 
dryly. 

They split in opposite directions, with Tedros heading down a hall, 
searching for the remainder of his team— 

He tripped over Willam and Bogden, who were dealing tarot cards on 
the carpet. 

“You can’t be serious,” Tedros said, scowling. 

“We’re saving your kingdom. See, look,” Bogden peeped, holding up a 
Five of Wands. “Be wary of gifts.” 

“If Pd known Pd get stuck with two astrology-obsessed monkeys, I 
would have put you on Rhian’s team!” 

“Tarot cards aren’t astrology,” said Willam. 

“Where’s Nicola?” Tedros asked, tempted to give both of them a 
beating. 

“She said she saw stars and was following them into the bathroom,” 
said Bogden. 

“Is this more astrology crap?” Tedros barked. 


“No, she literally found stars in the hallway and was following them 
into the bathroom next to Lady Gremlaine’s old room,” said Willam, his 
eyes still on the cards. “Hmm. Definitely be wary of gifts.” 

Tedros had no clue what Willam was talking about, but he couldn’t deal 
with these two nitwits anymore, nor did he want a random first year 
hovering around his father’s old guest room. 

He hastened through the second floor towards the bathroom— 

Tedros stopped short. 

A white star glowed on the carpet in front of him. 

Merlin’s white star. 

Tedros lifted his eyes. 

More stars lined the hallway, leading up to the closed bathroom door. 

Tedros knocked on it. “Nicola?” 

No answer. 

He turned the knob. “Nicola, you in here?” 

The bathroom was empty, the opposing doors to Lady Gremlaine’s 
room and the guest room both shut. 

But the trail of stars continued, tracking right to the edge of the guest 
room door. 

Tedros pulled it open, revealing the dim, airless chamber. 

Nicola wasn’t inside. 

More lit stars dotted the carpet like breadcrumbs, pointing to the bed in 
the corner. 

He followed them until he was standing over the mattress, where a 
single star lay on top of its sheets, blinking with white light. 

Tedros waited for something to happen. 

The star kept flashing at him. 

Instinctively, the young king found himself climbing into the stiff bed 
and sliding under the stale beige sheets. Except the sheets felt oddly thicker 
than they looked, layered underneath with a heavy blanket that felt soft 
against Tedros’ skin, made of some kind of wool or... 

Velvet. 

Tedros’ heart jumped. 

He yanked the blanket over his head, seeing the glint of silver-sewn 
stars in the darkness. 

The next thing he knew he was falling. 


As he crawled across the cloud, he saw Merlin seated next to Nicola at its 
edge, framed against the purple sky, the wizard and first year sharing a 
chocolate-chunk cookie. Nicola had Merlin’s hat in her hand and was 
petting it like a dog, the hat purring softly under her palm. 

“Yes, don’t worry, Professor Dovey knows I’m alive,” the wizard was 
telling her. “Or she will soon, at least. I’ve sent her a note ordering her to 
remain at school and let Tedros handle affairs at Camelot. After what 
happened to Lancelot, I don’t want Clarissa to put herself in harm’s way. 
Especially when she isn’t at her best.” 

“Is she ill?” Tedros asked. 

Merlin turned and saw the young king. “No, she’s not ill,” said the 
wizard. “Nicola and I were having a nice chat. She happened to come 
across the trail I left for you, and being a clever little Reader, she found her 
way to me first.” Merlin saw Tedros’ blank expression. “I’m assuming you 
two know each other?” 

“Yeah,” said Nicola. “Not really,” said Tedros at the same time. 

“T see,” said Merlin. 

“Can we talk alone?” Tedros pressed the wizard. 

“Don’t mind me. I’m just on your team,” said Nicola, standing up. 

“Sorry if I don’t have time for pleasantries. I’m trying to keep all of us 
alive,” Tedros retorted. 

“So am I, but whatever,” the first year mumbled. “Everyone else is 
different in real life than they are in books, but you’re pretty much spot-on.” 
She returned the hat to the wizard. “Ill see you soon, Merlin—” 

“How am I in books?” said Tedros, frowning. 

Nicola threw him a glance. “High-handed and overemotional.” 

Merlin’s hat whistled. 

“Thanks in advance for that favor, Merlin,” Nicola said. 

Cookie in hand, she cannonballed over the edge of the cloud and 
vanished into the purple night. 

Tedros settled next to Merlin, shoving the hat away. 

“She wanted a favor?” Tedros asked sourly. 

“Suggested I check on a student’s records from school,” said the wizard. 

“Rhian’s? Dovey already checked on Rhian—” 

“No. Not his. Nicola really is a sharp young girl. I can see why the 
Storian included her in your—” 


“Lancelot is dead, Merlin,” Tedros cut in, cheeks reddening. “The Snake 
is coming. War is coming. And you’re sitting here on a cloud, entertaining 
irrelevant favors from first years. Where have you been!” 

“The answer to that question is always the same, my boy. I’ve been 
trying to help you. And when I leave at the close of this conversation, an 
exit to which you will no doubt take great offense, I hope you’ll remember 
that.” 

“You’re leaving? Now?” 

“Whatever you think I should be doing, Tedros, please believe me when 
I say that whatever I am doing will prove far more beneficial to your 
future.” 

“Which is what, exactly!” 

“T cannot tell you,” said Merlin. 

Tedros let out a roar, which resounded through the Celestium, then 
faded to silence. 

“T will not live forever, Tedros. There is still a bounty on my head. Nor 
am I immortal or extending my life with leprechaun blood, regardless of 
what those peons at the Royal Rot write,” said Merlin. “My work with your 
father remains unfinished. I must carry it through with you until I am dead 
or the work is done.” 

“When will the work be done?” Tedros asked. 

“On the day I look to you for wisdom instead of you looking to me,” 
said Merlin. 

“Better invest in leprechaun blood, then,” said Tedros. 

“T am well aware we are running out of time,” said Merlin. “You and me 
both. The Snake is coming for you. And I’m afraid I have little to offer in 
the way of help.” 

“Tittle.” Not ‘nothing,’” said Tedros hopefully. 

“Indeed. On the way here, I stopped in Avalon to see the Lady of the 
Lake.” 

Tedros straightened. “Did she really give up her powers for the Snake? 
Did she really . . . kiss him?” 

“She wouldn't see me, which makes me think she did,” Merlin replied. 
“She sent me a note through her waters, however, which said that 1f I 
promised to never return to her castle, I could ask her one and only one 


question and she would answer it honestly. Since she was quite clear about 
not seeing me, I accepted her offer.” 

“What did you ask her?” 

“Whether Excalibur has a message for you,” said the wizard. 

“That's what you asked the Lady of the Lake? Not what the Snake’s 
face looks like or who he is or how we beat him or if he’s really my father’s 
son?” Tedros said, aggrieved. He stared at his mentor. “Well? What was her 
answer, then? What was Excalibur’s message?” 

Merlin pulled a crinkled scrap of paper from his robes and handed it to 
him. Tedros looked down at its light, ethereal script: 


Unbury Me 


“Rather cryptic, but at least it’s something,” Merlin sighed. “Though the 
more I think about it, the less I—” He suddenly noticed Tedros’ expression. 
“What is it?” 

“My father. He said it in my dream,” said Tedros anxiously. “The same 
message. ‘Unbury me.’” 

Merlin pulled at his beard. “Do you have any idea what it means?” 

“Looking to me for wisdom already? You’ll be sorely disappointed,” 
said Tedros. “What’s strange, though, is both my father and Excalibur had 
the same message. It can’t be literal, then. If I could unbury Excalibur from 
the stone, I would. And my father can’t possibly want me digging up his 
grave. So there must be something that connects my father and the 
sword ... something hidden that I have to figure out... .” 

“And you must figure it out soon, Tedros,” Merlin pressured. “Your 
father and the Lady of the Lake are trying to help you. ‘ Unbury me.’ Those 
two words are the key. You must find out what they mean. Before it’s too 
late.” 

“But why more riddles?” Tedros asked, frustrated. “Why can’t they just 
tell me?” 

“Perhaps answering that riddle is as much a part of your coronation test 
as pulling the sword,” the wizard replied. “I’m assuming you haven’t tried 
your hand at Excalibur since you’ve returned to the castle?” 

“No. Not until the Snake is dead. I won’t feel like a king until then.” 


The wizard gazed deeply at him. “You've come a long way from the 
boy who sat upon this cloud only recently, insisting you were a king by 
birthright. That there was no quest to be had in putting a crown that you 
already deserved upon your head.” 

“Doesn't feel like ’ve come a long way,” Tedros replied glumly. “Snake 
is still loose. Lance is dead.” 

“Let me ask you a question,” said Merlin. “When you looked into the 
Snake’s eyes, did you see a brother?” 

“No. I saw pure darkness,” said Tedros. “Loathing and fury like I’ve 
never witnessed before. Not even in Rafal or Aric or Evelyn Sader or... 
anyone. How could someone hate me so much? Why?” 

“And yet he didn’t kill you.” 

Tedros looked at him. “Maybe he wants to kill me in pieces. By killing 
everyone I love first. By murdering everyone I’m supposed to protect. By 
shoving my failures in my face.” 

“Is he succeeding?” Merlin asked. 

The young king didn’t answer. Finally, he looked at the wizard. “If I 
didn’t have Rhian, I don’t know what I’d do.” 

Merlin smiled. “Ah. Nicola was telling me about this Rhian boy, who’s 
saved your lives and showed so much courage and skill. I’m not surprised, 
really. Foxwood boys are exceedingly well-trained. Ask him what house he 
was in at the Foxwood School for Boys. My old friend Brunhilde was the 
Housemaster of Arbed House at that school. Though he certainly won’t 
have been in her house—” 

Tedros didn’t have time for diversions. “Listen, Agatha said something 
to me. That the Snake has a fake Storian. A pen that writes the story from 
his point of view, where he is the Lion and I am the Snake. The Snake said 
our Ever After isn’t real. That our fairy tale wouldn’t really end until 
everything that is true becomes ‘untrue.’ But that’s impossible. No one 
would believe /’m the Snake and he 5 the Lion. Not after what he’s done.” 

Merlin considered this. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned in my long life, 
it’s that every villain thinks they’re the hero of their own story. And yet it’s 
curious that the Snake focuses on undoing the Truth as his ultimate goal. 
That’s the lesson of The Lion and the Snake after all.” 

“What do you mean?” 


“Think about the original tale. The Snake said that under his reign, the 
Eagle would be free from his rule. Meanwhile, the Lion said that under his 
reign, the Eagle would have to obey him. So the Eagle naturally chooses the 
Snake to be king,” said Merlin. “The Snake believes he’s told the Eagle the 
Truth. He didn’t try to subject him to his rule, after all. He only tried to kill 
him. The Lion, on the other hand, believes the Snake has told a Lie—for 
how could the Eagle be free if the Snake tried to murder it the very same 
night? So what’s the true moral of the tale? Both the Lion and the Snake 
believe they are king. Both lay claim to the Truth. It just depends on who is 
telling the story. And it appears the Snake in your fairy tale thinks his 
version is as right and as true as yours. Only he forgets there is a third party 
in the story . . . a third party whose loyalty decides the fate of the king. A 
third party who can make all the difference between who lives and who dies 
at the end of this fairy tale.” 

“The Eagle,” said Tedros. 

“And as the Lion, you’ve found your Eagle in Rhian. A knight standing 
by the rightful king,” said Merlin. “Which leaves us with one question that 
you would do well to consider while I’m gone. The Snake thinks he s the 
Lion, right?” 

The wizard locked eyes with Tedros. 

“So who’s his Eagle?” 

He swept the cloud from under Tedros like a cape and the young king 
went tumbling down into the stars. 


“Whos his Eagle. ... Who’ his Eagle. . . ,” Tedros murmured. “Who s the 
Snakes Eagle...” 

“Tedros?” 

His eyes fluttered open. 

“It's me.” 


He stirred in bed to see Agatha at the door of the guest room. 

“What time is it?” he said, jolting upright. 

“They’re about to serve lunch,” she said. 

Tedros sighed with relief. “I’ve only been asleep a little while, then.” He 
noticed the purple cape was gone from beneath the sheets. He looked up at 
Agatha. “I was with Merlin in the Celestium. He’d visited the Lady of the 


—” He suddenly noticed his princess’s face, tense and unsettled. “What is 
it?” 

“T just got back from Maker’s Market,” she said evenly. 

“And?” 

“I think you should come and make sure you're happy with how army 
recruitment’s going.” 

Tedros frowned. “But Rhian’s there. He should be handling 1t—” 

“He is handling it,” said Agatha. “I just think you should—” 

Nicola barreled through the door. “The Snake,” she gasped. 

Instantly Tedros leapt out of bed, sprinting with Agatha after Nicola into 
the hallway and through the passage to the Blue Tower. They rushed into 
the dining room, past the full lunch spread, to the balcony, where all of 
Tedros’ team and the maids and cooks were pressed against the stone rail, 
staring up into the dark, storming sky. 

Green scims flew over Camelot, forming a giant phantom snake like a 
beacon, its head rearing through dark clouds. 

Screams resounded from the city and market, where the people could 
see it too. 

The snake glowed like lightning. 

“Tonight,” it hissed, echoing across the realm. “Midnight.” 

Then it broke into a thousand eels and went screaming into the rain. 


SOPHIE 
The King’s Speech 


A few hours earlier, Sophie and Rhian had been riding together in a 
carriage towards Maker’s Market, while the rest of Rhian’s team trailed in 
carriages behind. 





“Filthy walls, dusty windows, weeds in the front garden . . . and then 
that hideous rope bridge we had to walk across to get to the carriages .. . I 
thought Camelot was supposed to be inspiring,” said Sophie, wiping mud 
off her heels with Rhian’s handkerchief. “You’d think in six months, Teddy 
and Agatha could raise enough money to at least give the appearance of a 
new regime.” 

Rhian leaned back, muscles tight against his blue-and-gold coat. 
“Perhaps the money they raised went to things that actually matter.” 

“Appearances do matter, Rhian,” said Sophie, smoothing a businesslike 
blue pantsuit she’d picked for the occasion. “How do you think I remade 
Evil at school? By dumping all that doom and gloom and helping both 
Evers and Nevers see Evil in a new light. Then again, I had the advantage 
of using magic in my renovations, and magic is apparently banned at 
Camelot Castle per a dead king’s orders.” She tapped a finger to her lip. 


“Truth is, if I were Aggie, the first thing I would do is wipe out all trappings 
of Arthur’s legacy, which haunts that place like a ghost, and bring Camelot 
into a new era. Granted, that’s hard to do when Arthur’s son is king and 
Aggie’s soon-to-be husband, but. . . I’m only thinking of what's good for 
the people rather than what’s good for Teddy.” 

Rhian watched her, rain pattering against the windows. “Anything else, 
King Sophie?” 

Sophie sighed. “I suppose this is proof that my soul is Evil, isn’t it?” 

“Not necessarily. But given the Snake is coming to kill us, you’ve 
chosen a peculiar time to start planning your reign,” Rhian said with a wink. 
“Once we get to the Market, we need to stay alert. We can’t let the Snake’s 
thugs infiltrate our army.” 

A buzz grew outside the carriage, and Sophie and Rhian looked out 
opposite windows to see the streets packed with people at the base of the 
hill. 

“I still don’t understand how Teddy expects us to march in and put 
together a functional army from this mob,” said Sophie as the carriage wove 
down the slope. “For one thing, they’re all from different kingdoms. For 
another, we don’t have the slightest idea of their skills or abilities. Plus, it’s 
not like Tedros has any authority over them. He can’t even free Excalibur. 
He’s barely King of Camelot, let alone King of the Woods. And if he 
doesn’t have authority over them then his knight and ex-girlfriend certainly 
won’t either.” 

“Authority comes from doing your job,” said Rhian, his flat, dark brows 
pulling in. “That’s where Tedros and I differ, perhaps.” 

Sophie noticed a group of teenage boys walking along the streets 
towards the Market. Two of them wore gold-foil Lion masks that looked 
just like Rhian’s old mask. 

She turned to the knight. “What do you mean that’s where you and 
Tedros differ?” 

“No knight should speak thoughts of his king without that king 
present,” said Rhian. 

“Would you speak these thoughts to Tedros directly?” 

“Certainly.” 

“Then he won’t have issue with you speaking them to me,” said Sophie. 
“Especially after he told me that he thinks you and I are a ‘perfect ending.”” 


“Did he?” Rhian smiled, mulling this over. “Well, here’s what I’d say to 
him. Tedros believes it’s Arthur’s sword that gives him authority. That 
being Arthur’s son is all he needs to be king. But that’s what’s made him 
vulnerable to the Snake in the first place. The moment the Snake claimed he 
was Arthur’s son, Tedros fell into the trap of fighting the Snake’s claim 
instead of fighting the real war: the war for the people’s hearts. Think about 
that story The Lion and the Snake. The Snake may have become king by 
playing a game of Truth and Lies. But the Lion didn’t play that game. The 
Lion became king by saving people. The Lion became king by action. 
That’s what Tedros keeps missing.” Rhian’s eyes sparkled like a sunlit 
ocean. “Because in the end, it’s not Arthur’s sword that gives a king his 
authority. It’s a king’s authority that earns him that sword.” 

Sophie was quietly watching him. 

“Then again, everything Tedros has done has led to me being here with 
you in this moment... . so maybe the story is working exactly as it should,” 
said the knight, gazing at her. 

“Depends on how it ends,” Sophie said friskily. 

The carriage rocked along the bumpy road. 

Suddenly they were kissing, Rhian gripping her hard, Sophie’s hands on 
his waist, the feel of his heartbeat against hers as their lips slid over each 
other’s— 

Over Rhian’s shoulder, Sophie glimpsed three teenaged girls through 
the window, wrapped in a white flag with a Lion symbol. 

Sophie pulled away from her knight. 

“What is it?” Rhian asked. 

“Turn around,” said Sophie. 

Rhian swiveled and jumped, his head hitting the ceiling— 

Through the window, he saw a thousand images of his own face. 

Evers and Nevers jammed the streets of Maker’s Market, hoisting 
banners and posters and flags with paintings of Rhian. A group of young 
men in the Ever recruitment line flashed green Gillikin jackets that read 
“SONS OF THE LION” on their backs, as a parade of young girls from 
Kyrgios flaunted pea-green sashes that said “LION’S ARMY.” In the Never 
line, a clan of man-wolves from Bloodbrook wore gold Lion masks, while 
street vendors sold everything from Lion shirts to Lion sparklers to 
chocolate Lions to fuzzy Lion slippers. Everywhere Sophie and Rhian 


looked they saw men, women, and children from all over the Woods, 
dressed in their various kingdoms’ colors, with Lion tattoos painted on their 
arms and chests, bellowing songs and chants: 


He kills the scims 

He'll kill the Snake 

The Woods was doomed 
Until the Lion did wake! 


To Camelot he comes 
To our king he swore 
Now we join the fight 
To watch him roar! 


Ogres, dwarves, and goblins mixed in the lines, as did mogrified bucks 
and bulls with Lion-insignia collars, while fairies and nymphs floated above 
the crowd with glittery Lion patterns on their wings. 

Speechless, Rhian rolled down his window to get a better look. Instantly 
people in the crowd spotted him and rushed his carriage— 

“You saved my nephew at the Four Point!” said a man in Jaunt Jolie’s 
royal uniform, a Lion shaved into the side of his head. 

“Woulda been fed to the man-eating hills if it weren’t for you!” said a 
one-eyed girl in Mahadeva’s guard jacket. 

“Trolls left my village as soon as you appeared!” crowed a strapping 
young boy in a Foxwood school uniform. 

“Fires stopped in Glass Mountain too!” said a nymph with translucent 
skin. 

“Same with the attacks in Ravenbow! Snake’s scared of the Lion!” said 
a dark-dressed boy wearing a Lion necklace. 

“We’re here to fight with you!” said a girl from the Lion’s Army, 
hanging on Rhian’s window. 

“We’re here to fight for you!” said a Son of the Lion. 

More Evers and Nevers thronged the carriage as the driver tried to whip 
the horses on, but the crowd blocked them and the two carriages behind. 

“LION! LION! LION!” they shouted. 

Sophie and Rhian exchanged baffled looks. 


Without warning, Sophie opened the carriage door— 

“Sophie, no!” Rhian barked. 

But the moment Sophie emerged, the people let out a huge cheer. 

“She’s with the Lion!” a girl cried. 

“The rumors were true! He’s Sophie’s prince!” said her friend. 

“Sophie’s with Camelot now!” a boy hollered. 

Lost in a daze, Sophie scanned the thousands of people and creatures 
and animals, Good and Evil, cheering for her and Rhian as rain soaked her 
hair. She could see Beatrix, Reena, and the three witches gaping through the 
windows of their respective carriages, just as bewildered by the sight of the 
Woods rallying around Evil’s Dean and her new love. 

“SOPHIE! SOPHIE! SOPHIE!” 

Sophie closed her eyes and soaked up the sound of her name. Ever since 
Rafal died, she’d been happy with a Dean’s life. She’d been happy on her 
own. That was the Ever After she’d fought so hard to find. 

But then Rhian had come into her story. And for the first time, Sophie 
began to wonder if she was meant for more. 

Much more. 

She climbed up onto the side of the carriage and waved to the crowd— 

“Hello, my loves! I’m here! I’m here for you all!” 

“SOPHIE! SOPHIE! SOPHIE!” they roared. 

She felt Rhian’s hand clasp her arm and she stepped down, cozying up 
to his broad chest, drinking in the Woods-wide worship and the breathless, 
red-hot feeling of fresh, new love. 

“Isn't it amazing?” she gasped. 

“Sophie.” 

“Yes, my prince?” she said, gazing up at him. 

Rhian eyed her sternly. “We need to get to work.” 


Stripped to wet shirtsleeves, Rhian huddled with his rain-soaked team 
behind the gates to Camelot Park. 

“We’re looking for two things. Loyalty to Camelot and loyalty to 
Tedros. That’s all. Anyone who passes the loyalty test qualifies to fight,” he 
said, raising his voice over the chants of his and Sophie’s names. “When the 
Snake comes, we need our army to stop him outside the castle perimeter. 
Before he crosses the drawbridge. These soldiers will be our first line of 


defense, so we need as many as we can get. But they must pass the loyalty 
test first.” He held out his hand. “Ready?” 

Sophie, Hester, Anadil, Dot, Beatrix, and Reena put their hands on his. 

“Ready!” they said. 

The gates opened. Selection began. 

The process was simple. Rhian took charge of the Evers line with 
Beatrix and Reena; Sophie helmed the Nevers line with Hester and Anadil. 
As each candidate came forward, the respective teams tested them: 


1. Do you believe Camelot is the leader of the Woods? 
2. Do you believe King Tedros is a good king? 
3. Are you willing to die to protect Camelot and King Tedros? 


If they passed the test, then they were sent to Dot, who stamped them 
with her fingerglow and ushered them to the Town Hall inside Camelot 
Park, where they’d be fitted with armor and weapons. 

If they didn’t pass, then they were denied entry and sent home. 

At first, progress was slow. 

For one thing, the leaders of the allied kingdoms came flurrying down 
the hill amidst a cavalcade of carriages, camels, elephants, magic carpets, 
and other modes of royal transport, Guinevere trailing behind, with each 
foreign leader determined to have a private audience with the Lion. Sophie 
thoroughly enjoyed this impromptu summit, staying close to Rhian and 
greeting Ever and Never kings and queens, while they kissed her hand and 
complimented her pantsuit (“If Pd have known this was a royal occasion, I 
would have dressed the part!” Sophie wisped). One by one, the leaders gave 
Rhian gifts for saving their kingdoms: a medal of honor from Foxwood, a 
mother-of-pearl wristwatch from Malabar Hills, a ruby-hilted dagger from 
Ravenbow, a diamond monocle from Glass Mountain. . . . 

“We’ve informed Tedros and his mother that you must command the 
army,” the King of Jaunt Jolie told Rhian quietly, so Guinevere wouldn’t 
hear. “With you in charge, we know we’ll win.” 

“You’ve shown yourself to be a leader,” the Ice Giant of Frostplains 
confided. “We only feel comfortable in your hands.” 

“And with a face like that, you’re made to be a hero,” added the 
Empress of Putsi, admiring Rhian’s torso through his wet shirt. 


Rhian gritted his teeth politely, looking eager to get back to work. 

Even Guinevere herself couldn’t stop thanking him for saving her son in 
Nottingham, emotion nearly overtaking her, before she remembered Rhian 
and his charges had a job to do and she whisked the leaders into the Town 
Hall to make sure that the deliveries of weapons and armor from their 
respective kingdoms had arrived. 

But just as Rhian and his team tried to push on, Agatha rode up, hidden 
beneath a hooded cloak, looking unnerved by the crowd. 

“Aggie, isn’t 1t wonderful? They love him,” Sophie said, helping Agatha 
from her horse. 

“And it seems they love you too,” said Agatha tightly, hearing chants of 
Sophie’s name. 

“Who would have thought that a Dean of Evil would have to come to 
Camelot for respect?” Sophie marveled. “At school, kids pound on my 
office night and day, complaining about rankings or feigning some 
pustulous disease or asking inane questions, treating me like a maid or a 
tour guide, never once taking the time to appreciate how lucky they are to 
be talking to a real-life fairy-tale hero in the first place. But here . . . well, 
just look at all this! m going to revel in it while I can—” She saw 
Agatha’s face. “Oh, don’t be greedy, darling. Not everything in life can be 
about you and Teddy. You’ll get more attention than you can handle at your 
wedding.” 

“I’m not worried about attention, Sophie,” said Agatha, facing her dead- 
on. “I’m worried about Tedros ending up like Lancelot.” 

Sophie’s smile vanished. “I know that, Aggie,” she said sincerely. “So 
am I. And we’re doing the best we can to protect him.” 

She carried on interviewing, but she felt oddly self-conscious with her 
best friend watching from beneath her black hood like the grim reaper. But 
Agatha didn’t stay long and when she left, Sophie sighed with relief. 

“She’s right, you know,” said a voice. 

Sophie turned to see Rhian in the other line. 

“A knight shouldn’t overshadow his king,” he said. 

“Oh please. You and Tedros are a team. It doesn’t matter,’ Sophie 
dismissed. 

“You don’t get it,” said Rhian. “People weren’t cheering for Lancelot 
when Arthur was around, were they?” 


He went back to work. 
Sophie tugged at her wet hair. Her knight had a point. Tedros’ ego was 


delicate, especially after all that had happened these past six months. But 
it’s not like Agatha would mention what she’d seen to Tedros. Aggie might 
be relentlessly honest, but she wasn’t stupid. Being a good queen meant 
propping up your king when he needed it, not seeding more doubts. 


Then again Agatha wasn’t queen yet. And massaging boys’ egos... 


well, it wasn’t her friend’s strong suit. 


But she didn’t have time to obsess over Agatha’s love life yet again. She 


had a job to do. A job that was remarkably difficult, Sophie realized, as she 
and the witches tested more Nevers, including a shifty-looking dwarf. 


all. 


— 


“And you believe Tedros is a good king?” Sophie asked. 

“As good as his father,” the dwarf said in a basso voice. 

“And how good was that?” said Anadil. 

“About as good as one might expect,” said the dwarf. 

“Which is how good?” Hester pushed. 

“Depends on your definition of ‘good,’” the dwarf said. 

They didn’t give him a stamp. 

But that was the rare interview where they got to talking about Tedros at 
Most of their tests went like this: 


SOPHIE: Do you believe Camelot is the leader of the Woods? 
NEVER: I believe the Lion is the leader of the Woods so if he’s at 
Camelot then yeah, Camelot is the leader of the Woods. 


Or: 


HESTER: Do you believe Tedros is a good king? 
NEVER: Not until he brought in the Lion I didn’t. 


Or: 


ANADIL: Are you willing to die to protect King Tedros? 
NEVER: Tedros? Ain’t heard of ’im. I’m ’ere for a Lion. 


Sophie glanced over at Rhian’s group. 


“So you swear your loyalty to King Tedros?” Beatrix tested a seven- 
foot nymph with hot-pink lips. 

“I swear my loyalty to the Lion,” said the nymph airily. 

“But do you swear your loyalty to Tedros too?” said Rhian. 

“Only as much as the Lion swears his loyalty to Tedros,” said the 
nymph. 

“But I am the Lion,” said Rhian. 

“Then you should be the one answering these questions, not me,” said 
the nymph. 

Rhian frowned, but Beatrix approved the nymph anyway. “Loyal 
enough,” she murmured. “If we limit ourselves to Tedros fans, / wouldn’t 
even qualify.” 

Sophie hurried off to use the toilet in the Hall and returned to find the 
witches bickering. 

“What happened?” Sophie asked. 

“Ani and Hester just let in a pirate!” Dot said. 

“No, we didn’t,” Hester snapped. “You don’t think Ani and I know how 
to give a loyalty test? We spent the last six months interviewing School 
Masters!” 

“So did I! I’m on your quest, remember?” Dot retorted. “I saw his face 
—it was Wesley, the sunburnt one from Jaunt Jolie—he had peeling flesh 
around his eyes—” 

“You’re just paranoid after what happened with Kei,” Anadil growled. 

Dot appealed to Sophie. “I saw him. I swear!” 

“T just came from the Hall,” said Sophie skeptically. “Certainly didn’t 
see a sunburnt pirate—” 

“Because he already has a stamp!” said Dot. “He’s probably sneaking 
into the castle as we speak!” 

Sophie could see Dot about to cry. “Look, if you’re that sure, let’s at 
least check the Hall again. .. .” 

A blast of thunder came over their heads, dark clouds assembling in 
curious formation. 

The girls looked up, startled. 

That’s when the Snake came with a message. 


Before the Snake’s warning, there’d been a rowdy, aimless pace to the 
recruitment, as if the prospect of war with the Snake was itself a phantom. 
As if by building an army to fight him, it would never have to actually be 
used. 

After the Snake’s message, things changed. 

The chants quieted, an edgy silence falling over the Market. The 
witches stopped bickering. Sophie stopped checking on Rhian or worrying 
about her rain-streaked makeup. Tests moved faster. Lines whittled down. 
The Town Hall filled up with new soldiers. 

There were only seven hours until midnight. 

Evers and Nevers took their loyalty tests with grim resolve, mustering 
nice words about Tedros in order to win their spot behind the Lion. Sophie 
noticed the new soldiers giving Rhian awed stares as they received their 
stamps, knowing that it wasn’t just their loyalty to the Lion being tested but 
the Lion’s loyalty to them, for now both Good and Evil had put their lives— 
and those of their families and kingdoms—in the knight’s hands. Even 
Sophie found herself gazing into each candidate’s eyes with will and 
strength, silently reassuring them as if she were their queen. Indeed, the 
longer the testing went, the more Sophie began to forget this was Tedros’ 
kingdom and Tedros’ army and began to see it as hers and Rhian’s. .. . 

A boy appeared next to her in a gold Lion mask. 

“They love you,” he said, his pure blue eyes roaming the crowd. He 
looked over at Rhian. “Both of you.” 

“Tedros?” Sophie said, stunned. She glanced back to see Agatha in her 
black hood, arms folded, standing in front of a horse. 

“Found Rhian’s old mask in my bag before I rode down with Agatha. 
Didn’t want to distract the crowd from your work,” Tedros said. “Though it 
seems like I wouldn’t be the main attraction anyway.” 

Rhian paled slightly when he saw the king. 

“Y-y-your Highness,” he said— 

“I’m under no illusions of my own popularity compared to yours, Sir 
Rhian,” Tedros said, putting his hand on his friend’s shoulder. “You’re the 
one who saved their kingdoms. You’re the one who saved me. Their loyalty 
to you will only be an asset.” The king’s eyes hardened through his mask. 
“As long as you grant me one request.” 

“Anything, Your Highness,” said Rhian. 


“I kill the Snake tonight,” Tedros commanded. “No one else. 
Understood?” 

“Understood,” said Rhian. 

“Good. We need to start moving soldiers to the castle. Snake’s coming 
in four hours,” said Tedros. “Meet me in the Hall so I can address the army. 
Move quickly, please.” 

He walked towards the Hall. 

“Look who’s decided to be a king,” Hester murmured. 

“While wearing his knight’s mask,” mumbled Anadil. 

“Why did you bring him here?” Sophie hissed, accosting Agatha. 

“He’s the king,” Agatha retorted. “He has a right to address his 
soldiers.” 

“The leaders want Rhian to command the army—” 

“Rhian fights for Tedros. And so does any army of Camelot.” 

“Don’t be stupid, Agatha! The last thing we need is tension between 
him and Rhian!” 

“Well, maybe Rhian shouldn’t grandstand so much!” 

“Grandstand! He’s been nothing but humble and loyal!” 

“Then why is he pretending to be the Lion, riding around wearing a lion 
mask? Tedros is the Lion!” 

“Is it Rhian’s fault he saved everyone? Is it his fault the other leaders 
trust him over Teddy? Is it his fault everyone here came for him?” 

“Oh please. You just love to see Tedros humiliated.” 

“So now Rhian’s successes are my fault? Is Tedros’ insecurity my fault 
too?” 

“No, it’s mine,” said a voice. 

The girls turned to see Rhian, red-faced. 

“I told you, Sophie. It’s a mistake for them to pin their hopes on me,” 
said the knight. “I’m not the king. Tedros is. And now he will lead them.” 

He turned to Agatha. “To the Hall to hear the king?” 

Agatha smiled. “To the Hall to hear the king.” 


The group dismissed the rest of the crowds by shooting sparks into the sky 
—“THANK YOU!” read Beatrix’s message to the Evers; “GO HOME” 
read Hester’s to the Nevers—and together, they sealed the gates to Camelot 
Park and went into Town Hall together to listen to Tedros’ speech. 


The Hall thrummed with life, like a seaship off to war. More than a 
thousand new soldiers crammed inside on the dusty marble tile, lit by oil 
lamps overhead, which flickered every time a moth burnt in their flames. 
Men, women, creatures, and mogrifs were fitted with armor and weapons as 
leaders from the various kingdoms supervised from the stage and Guinevere 
made the rounds to check their stamps, her newly white hair slick from the 
rain. 

Sophie and Agatha found Tedros standing in a corner in his Lion mask. 

“Ready to inspire your army?” Agatha said eagerly. 

Tedros blinked through his mask. 

“Do you know what you’re going to say?” Agatha prodded. 

Tedros didn’t answer, his eyes on the allied leaders. 

“Tedros?” 

“Stop badgering me,” he said, glaring at Agatha. 

Sophie saw Agatha peek at her for support. 

“If you’re nervous, Rhian can address them,” Sophie said to Tedros. 

“No,” said Agatha, giving Sophie a death stare. 

“What is it?” Rhian said, arriving. 

“Nothing,” Tedros replied sharply. “I’m doing it. It’s just... I had a 
flashback to the coronation. That’s all.” 

He headed towards the stage. 

Sophie turned to Agatha. “Was the coronation that bad?” 

Agatha gave her a look that more than answered her question. 

“He’ll be great,” Rhian assured, seeing their faces. “He’s a king. This is 
what kings do.” 

As soon as Tedros stepped before his army in a Lion mask, the soldiers 
exploded into cheers— 

“LION! LION! LION!” 

Tedros took off the mask. 

Soldiers hushed, staring at him. 

The Hall was silent. 

Agatha started clapping loudly and so did Rhian, before the crowd 
joined in with stiff applause for the king. 

It ebbed quickly and Tedros was again standing in front of a quiet room. 

“Hi. Hello. Welcome to Camelot,” said Tedros, his voice scratchy. 
“Thank you for your service. It’s my honor to have you—” 


Someone fumbled a sword and it clanged to the ground. 

Tedros cleared his throat. “It’s my honor to have you fight by my side. 
At midnight the Snake will come and we must be ready. I am hereby 
rescinding my father’s ban on magic at the castle, since the Snake himself 
will surely not abide by it. My father would have no doubt done the same. 
To get to the castle, the Snake’s army will have to climb over Camelot’s 
outer gates .. . then cross the broken drawbridge from the cliffs to the royal 
grounds. We will be magically fortifying the outer gates so no scims can fly 
over it. All of you will be positioned inside these outer gates to prevent the 
Snake’s army from using the drawbridge or the temporary rope bridge to 
get to the castle. My team, meanwhile, will be positioned inside the castle 
courtyard to protect both the castle and Excalibur. As a last barrier, barrels 
of boiling oil will be placed atop the towers to ensure none of the Snake’s 
army can get inside the castle... .” 

Agatha whispered to Sophie: “He’s rushing, but he’s doing okay, isn’t 
he?” 

But he wasn’t doing okay and both girls knew it. The crowd was 
listless, rocking back on their heels, fidgeting with their armor and 
weapons. 

“His army will be made up of pirates, trolls, and other paid 
mercenaries,” Tedros went on. “Paid loyalties cannot compete with your 
genuine commitment to our cause. ...” 

Sophie could see the allied leaders murmuring to each other, shielding 
their mouths with their hands. So were the witches, while Anadil’s rats 
toyed with a dead butterfly. Guinevere glanced back at Agatha, looking 
nervous. 

Sophie whispered to Agatha: “A king is supposed to rally his army, 
Aggie, not bore them with details and put them to sleep! This isn’t a speech 
for Class Captain or some school challenge! He has to boil their blood! He 
has to fire them up! This lot is the only thing between the Snake and all of 
us dying!” 

Agatha bit her nails, no longer pretending that this was going well. 

In front of them a dwarf yawned. 

Tedros kept talking: “Because of the magical barrier, no scims can pass 
Camelot’s outer gates. Which means the Snake’s army is his only weapon 
against us—” 


An ogre in Bloodbrook armor raised his hand. “What’s the Lion gotta 
say?” 

Tedros stopped talking. 

A thousand soldiers turned away from him and looked to his knight. 

Rhian retreated into the shadows. 

Sophie could see Tedros taking in the sight of his allies and soldiers, 
hungry to hear from his knight instead of him, many of them adorned with 
Lion masks, Lion tattoos, and Lion shirts. 

Sophie could see it in Tedros’ face. The way they were all looking at his 
knight . . . it was almost as if the king wasn’t there. 

“Rhian,” said Tedros finally. “Would you like to speak?” 

The crowd stirred, woken from their sleep. 

“Rhian! Rhian! Rhian!” the Sons of the Lion sang. 

Others whistled and shouted, “Speech! Speech!” 

Rhian scowled, waving this off— 

But then Agatha squeezed his arm. 

Princess and knight locked eyes. 

“Please,” she said. “Help him.” 

In that moment, Rhian’s face changed. 

“As you wish, milady,” he said softly. 

With a deep breath, the knight took the stage and the king fell back, 
offering Rhian a weak smile. 

Rhian stepped cautiously into the spotlight. 

The crowd went quiet—a new quiet, as if the air had somehow turned 
kinetic. 

The tan, amber-skinned boy gazed down at his shoes for a moment. 
Then he looked up, his copper hair shining in the lamplight, his sharp- 
boned face radiant and calm. 

“What is a king?” he said. “To some a figurehead. To some a throne in a 
castle far above the kingdom where the work is actually done. To many a 
stuffed shirt or a man of privilege who expects you to fight for him without 
knowing of your struggles, your toils, and your pain. But not to me. To me, 
a king is a lighthouse. A guide who can cast his glow across his kingdom 
and bring every last one of us out of the shadows. A beacon who we can 
look up to when the world seems lost. A bridge who can unite us when our 
differences seem too stark to reconcile. Tonight, we need a king who 1s all 


of those things. A king who can look each of you in the eye and make you 
feel that you won’t just fight for him or his kingdom, but you’ll fight for our 
way of life. Because tonight, we join forces to take on a Snake: not just 
because he’s attacked our families and our kingdoms, not just because he’s 
sabotaged the rules and order of our world, not just because he’s too scared 
to show his face . . . but because he dared us to come together, Good and 
Evil, and bring forth a hero. A hero that will stand up to him and destroy 
him like the coward that he is. A hero that will plunge into battle and make 
sure he has the last blow. That sordid, slippery little Snake looked us in the 
eyes and dared us to sire a king. And tonight, that king will have his 
vengeance.” 

Rhian held up his fist. “To King Tedros!” 

“To King Tedros!” the crowd roared, weapons raised, before erupting in 
warmongering cheers and chants. 

Tedros stared at Rhian dumbly from the shadows. 

Agatha looked at Sophie with the same expression. 

Sophie smiled, her cheeks glowing. “Now that, my darling, was a 
speech.” 


An hour before midnight, Tedros’ team and Rhian’s team reunited in the 
Blue Tower Dining Room over a simple buffet of grilled chicken, cabbage 
salad, wild rice, and chocolate ice cream. All of them were in chainmail 
armor that Kiko had scavenged and cleaned and they carried the weapons 
from the Armory that Hort had repaired. 

From the dining room windows, they could see the torches of Camelot’s 
new army in the distance, lighting up the night sky, as the thousand-plus 
soldiers barricaded the broken drawbridge within the outer gates. 

Tedros took his place at the front of the dining room, the metal of his 
armor gleaming under a chandelier, Lancelot’s old sword on his belt. 

Everyone stopped eating to listen to the king. 

“Professor Dovey will arrive soon to place a magical barrier over 
Camelot’s outer gates. Which means the only way the Snake can get in is if 
his army gets past ours. Given our size and strength, that will not happen,” 
he said, trying hard to sound regal after the events in the Hall. “Here’s your 
assignments. Hort, Beatrix, Reena, Kiko: you'll be on guard with the 
soldiers in front of the drawbridge. Hester, Anadil, Dot: you'll patrol the 


rope bridge to make sure nothing gets across. Willam and Bogden: you’ll 
man the barrels of hot oil atop the towers. Rhian and Sophie: you’ll be the 
first line of defense in front of the castle doors. Agatha and myself will 
protect Excalibur. Everyone know where they’re supposed to be? Finish 
eating, then get to your posts.” 

The room set into motion. 

Sophie piddled half of a chicken breast and a bit of cabbage onto her 
plate. She hesitated, then added a teaspoon of ice cream. 

“Ice cream? You must think we’re going to die,” said Tedros, sliding 
next to her with three hunks of chicken and a mound of rice on his plate. 

“You and I might die, but Sophie won’t,” Rhian piped in, having 
finished eating. “No way will I let anything happen to my girl. Even if she 
does send her little friends to check up on me.” 

“What?” Sophie asked, confused. 

“Don’t play coy. I know you have Nicola sussing out my ex- 
girlfriends,” said Rhian. 

Mystified, Sophie looked at Tedros. 

“Don’t look at me. I heard Nicola too,” said the king. 

Sophie remembered what Tedros had said to her back on the ship: “You 
don t have to hunt for flaws or dig up dirt on him... .” 

“Well, if there are any demented ex-girlfriends, Nicola certainly hasn’t 
mentioned them to me,” Sophie puffed, hanging on Rhian’s arm. “So you 
better come clean before I become a knight’s lady.” 

“A knight’s lady,” Rhian mused, fingering ice cream off her plate into 
his mouth. “Such a downgrade from Evil’s queen.” 

“Then you better find a way to make me feel like a queen,” said Sophie 
archly. 

“Oh, I have some ideas,” Rhian said, dotting ice cream on her nose. 

“You’re good at talking, aren’t you?” Sophie said. 

“Don’t I know it,” Tedros said flatly. “Made me look like the opening 
act in front of my army.” 

“On the contrary, I’d say he honored you and everything you’re fighting 
for,” said Agatha, joining them, a mountain of ice cream on her plate. 

“I know,” said Tedros, forcing a smile. “It’s why I assigned him to guard 
the castle doors. If the Snake manages to get onto the grounds, I know 


Rhian will stop him. As long as I get to kill the Snake myself like Rhian 
promised.” 

“You have my word,” said Rhian firmly. 

The two boys kept talking, while Agatha pulled Sophie aside. 

“What's wrong with Dot?” Agatha asked. 

Sophie spotted Dot alone in the corner, separate from Hester and 
Anadil, sulkily turning her chocolate ice cream to extra-extra chocolate. 

“Thinks Hester and Ani let a pirate through during loyalty tests, which 
is ridiculous, given those two are suspicious of everything,” said Sophie. 
“But after what happened with her dad and Kei, I think Dot’s just looking 
for a way to feel useful.” 

Agatha sighed. “Let me talk to her.” 

As her friend left, Sophie could hear Tedros and Rhian— 

“Where”s your mother?” said Rhian. 

“Waiting for Dovey at the outer gates,” said Tedros. “Leaders of the 
other kingdoms are out there with her. They want to fight alongside their 
soldiers. I still think you and I should do the same instead of manning the 
castle.” 

“And if the Snake gets past the soldiers, then what?” said Rhian. 

“No way his army gets past ours. They're paid mercenaries. Our 
soldiers fight for a cause,” said Tedros. 

“Regardless, you and I need to protect the castle and Excalibur. We’re 
Camelot's last stand,” said Rhian. 

Tedros looked at him. Then he glanced away. “It's strange when a king 
trusts his knight’s judgment more than his own,” he said. 

“You don’t mean that,” said Rhian. 

Tedros didn’t answer. He moved food around on his plate. “By the 
way... what house were you in at that Foxwood school?” 

“Arbed House,” said Rhian. “Why do you ask?” 

“Figured if Sophie is digging up dirt on you, I should too,” said Tedros, 
grinning. 

“Hey, Sophie—” said Nicola, jolting Sophie back to attention. “I wanted 
to thank you for sending a letter to my Pa. Even if something happens to me 
tonight, at least he’ll know I was thinking of him.” 

“Of course. I am still your Dean after all, even if you’re no longer in my 
school,” said Sophie, eyeing the first year hawkishly. “Though I might have 


to send another letter to your father telling him that you’re snooping on the 
Dean’s boyfriend and pretending that I asked you to do it.” 

Nicola didn’t flinch. “I wanted to check something. That’s why I lied to 
Rhian and said what I said. But I was wrong.” 

“Wrong about what?” 

“It's nothing. If I was right, Merlin would have come back already.” 

Sophie frowned. “What does Merlin have to do with this?” 

Nicola didn’t answer, watching Willam and Bogden pass in front of 
Rhian and Tedros as they got more food. 

“Hey, Bogden. Should I still be wary of gifts?” Tedros asked. 

Willam and Bogden both turned around. 

“Very wary,” said Bogden. 

“If you value your life, that is,” said Willam. 

“But he has a wedding coming,” said Rhian, nudging Tedros. “He’s 
going to get a lot of gifts.” 

“Maybe we should put ‘No Gifts’ on the invitation,” Tedros said, 
nudging Rhian back. 

“Ignore them,” Willam murmured to Bogden, pushing him along. “My 
brother told me to stay away from Tedros.” 

“Your brother?” Tedros said, still laughing. “Who”s your brother?” 

Willam didn’t answer. 

“Can I ask you a question?” Nicola said, turning to Sophie. “Do you 
find the Snake’s attacks . . . odd?” 

“Odd?” Sophie said. “What do you mean?” 

“In storybooks, Evil’s advantage is that it attacks and Good has to 
defend. That’s the number one rule of Good and Evil. So Evil usually does 
everything it can to make sure its attacks are a surprise,” said Nicola. “But 
the Snake always seems to tell us when he’s attacking. We knew he was 
going to attack the Four Point. We knew he was going to attack 
Nottingham. We know when he’s going to attack tonight. I mean, what 
villain gives you a time when he’s coming for you?” 

Sophie pondered this. “Maybe it’s his way of making sure he gets to 
fight Tedros himself.” 

“Maybe,” said Nicola. “But it seems strange somehow . . . artificial, 
even. Like he’s setting something up.” 

Sophie peered at her, mind churning— 


Professor Dovey suddenly swept into the dining room, her hair a mess, 
her face tired and gaunt, and a bag on her arm. 

“I came as soon as I could,” she said to Tedros. “I did what you asked— 
I cast a barrier over the outer gates so the scims can’t fly in. It’s a spell the 
School Master showed Lesso and me to seal the school in a crisis. If Rafal’s 
sealing of the Sheriff’s sack worked on the Snake, then the barrier is 
guaranteed to work too—” She coughed, clutching at her throat. “Sorry .. . 
I’m feeling a bit...” 

“Professor Dovey, you shouldn’t be here!” Nicola said, running up to 
her. “Merlin sent you a note telling you not to come!” 

“And Tedros sent me a note saying he needed me,” Good’s Dean 
countered, turning to the king. “What else can I do to hel—” 

Her knees buckled, her body starting to slump. Instantly, Tedros seized 
her waist and propped her up. Sophie and Agatha sprinted to help him. 

“I'm okay—I just . . . I just need to sit down—” Professor Dovey 
stammered. 

“PI take her into my room,” said Agatha, grabbing her from Tedros. 

“PII come with you,” said Sophie, taking one of Dovey’s arms. 

“PII come too—” Tedros started. 

“No,” Agatha said to him. “Get the others in position.” 

Sophie noticed her friend’s voice was unusually harsh, but Agatha’s 
focus stayed on Good’s Dean, helping her towards the queen’s chamber at 
the end of the hall. 

As soon as Professor Dovey was safely inside, Agatha closed the door. 
“Tedros should never have sent for you,” she said, laying the Dean on the 
bed. “And you should have stayed at school like Merlin told you to, 
Professor.” 

“When Camelot’s king calls for me, I will always be there,” Professor 
Dovey rasped, hacking another cough. “It’s this crystal ball... . Pve told 
Merlin I can’t handle it alone. . . .” She pointed at her bag, half-open. 
Through the flap, Sophie could see the top of the glowing orb. “I brought it 
here in case something happens to me.” 

“Nothing will happen to you,” said Sophie, feeling the Dean’s forehead. 
“You just have a slight fever. That’s all.” 

“But no more using this ball until you’re better,” Agatha said, taking the 
Dean’s bag and slinging it onto her arm. 


In the hallway, the clock struck a quarter hour. 11:45. Fifteen minutes 
left. 

“And until you’re better, you’re to stay here and rest,” said Sophie. 
“Don’t move from this room.” 

“That’s an order, Professor,” said Agatha— 

But Professor Dovey was already snuffling softly, fast asleep. 

Sophie blew out the lamp and closed the door. 

The two girls slipped onto the Blue Tower balcony, only a short distance 
from Excalibur, still protected by the glass lockbox, while the fleet of 
guards usually manning it had been dispatched to the perimeter with the 
army. 

“I’m worried about Dovey,” said Agatha, tucking the Dean’s bag in a 
corner of the balcony. 

“You heard her. It’s that crystal ball. Whatever she’s been doing with it 
clearly drains her,” said Sophie. “Just keep it away from her and she’ll get 
better—” 

“Tedros knew she was ill. He could see it when she appeared on the 
ship. Why would he make her come all the way here in the dead of night? 
Why would he risk Professor Dovey’s life?” Agatha harped. “And then that 
rambling speech in the Hall... and going to see Lady Gremlaine instead of 
taking Lance into Sherwood Forest, where Lance would have been safe... 
and everything that happened at the coronation . . .” Agatha shook her head, 
a sad look clouding her face. “Maybe you’re right about him.” 

Sophie stared at her. “Right about what?” 

“Don’t make me say it. I know full well you doubt him as a king,” said 
Agatha. “I believe in Tedros. I really do. I defend him as much as I can. His 
quest for glory was to be a true king to Camelot. And I want him to 
succeed. But sometimes . . . sometimes he just doesn’t think like a king. Or 
act like one. And the fact Im saying this when my quest was to be his 
queen .. . well, maybe I’m failing my quest too.” 

Her focus moved back to Sophie, who’d gone stiff as a board. For a 
moment, she thought her friend was shocked at her confession—but then 
she noticed Sophie’s eyes. They weren’t looking at her. They were looking 
past her. 

Slowly Agatha turned. 


“It's five minutes until midnight,” said Tedros, shadowed under the 
balcony. “Sophie, you should be with Rhian.” 

“Of course,” Sophie said, giving Agatha a nervous glance before 
hurrying away. 

But Sophie didn’t go to Rhian like she was supposed to. She hid behind 
the balcony wall and peeked around the edge... . 

Agatha and Tedros stood together in silence, Excalibur hovering above 
their heads. In the distance, they could see Dovey’s magical barrier glinting 
green in the moonlight over the outer gates. Behind the gates, Camelot’s 
army walled off the drawbridge, while the three witches patrolled the 
temporary rope bridge. Beneath Agatha and Tedros, Rhian waited in the 
courtyard, right in front of the castle doors. 

“I’m sorry, Tedros,” said Agatha, holding back tears. “I just was worried 
about Dovey and I got frustrated. I shouldn’t have sai—” 

“You're right,” said the king. 

Agatha looked at him. 

Tedros met her eyes clearly. “It’s why you tried to take over my quest. 
It’s why you’re always jumping in to help me. Let’s face it, Agatha. You 
don’t think I’m a good king. And the truth is... . you’re right. Everything 
you said about me is right.” 

Agatha reached out, searching for words. “Tedros—I...1... 

Shouts rose from the outer gates. 

Agatha and Tedros turned sharply. So did Sophie. 

There was movement on the rope bridge . . . shadows barreling towards 
the three witches in charge of defending it... 

Then suddenly, Anadil, Hester, and Dot were fleeing back across it, onto 
the castle grounds, along with a crush of soldiers jamming onto the rope 
bridge, which swayed and teetered under their weight. 

Tedros’ eyes flared. He sprinted past Sophie, calling for Rhian, Agatha 
chasing behind him— 

Sophie ran out onto the balcony and watched the rope bridge snap 
between the gates and the courtyard, sending dozens of soldiers plunging 
into the Savage Sea below. 

Booms echoed nearby from the broken drawbridge, sealed between the 
gates. 

CRACK! CRACK! CRACK! 
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The drawbridge smashed open, battered down by desperate soldiers, 
who stampeded across its splintered planks towards the castle. Sophie could 
see Reena, Beatrix, Hort, Guinevere, and panicked leaders of allied 
kingdoms bolting into the courtyard, along with the rest of Tedros’ army — 

Sophie gasped. 

Because now she could see what everyone was running from. 

Scims were stabbing the army from behind, razor-sharp at both ends, 
impaling bodies and then whipping around and spearing them through the 
front, like killing machines. They moved so quickly and brutally, each one 
with a life of its own, that the soldiers didn’t stand a chance. They fled in 
droves as scims slashed through Camelot’s defense, before the eels started 
veering sharply towards the castle. 

Shell-shocked, Sophie looked up at Dovey’s shield over the outer 
gates ... completely intact. 

In a flash, Sophie was scrambling down the stairs, as soldiers’ screams 
tore through the courtyard, along with the scims’ searing shrieks— 

Its impossible, she thought. The barrier over the gates .. . He couldnt 
get through. .. . He was supposed to need an army. ... 

Which left only one explanation. 

He didn’t need an army. 

Because he didn’t need to get through the gates. 

Sophie’s heart thundered. 

The Snake had been inside all along. 
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T edros met her eyes. 

“And the truth is .. . you're right,” he’d said. “Everything you said 
about me is right.” 

Agatha struggled under his gaze, searching for words. 

But a warning pounded in her head. 

“I’ve already told you how this story will end. With your fairy tale 
shattered ... With everything you thought true turned untrue. . .”’ 





Six months ago, she and Tedros thought their story had ended. They’d 
been off to Camelot Castle, destined to restore it to glory as queen and king. 
Good had won, Evil vanquished, with the success of their quests a foregone 
conclusion. 

But now they were atop that castle, admitting they hadn t won after all. 
That their quests to be that glorious king and queen had failed, no matter 
how much they loved each other. The End wasn’t The End at all... but the 
beginning of something thornier, twistier, where every truth about her and 
Tedros’ love story suddenly seemed untrue, just like the Snake had 
promised. 

Was this the final crack in her and Tedros’ fairy tale? A fairy tale that 
would shatter forever? 

Were the Snakes Lies really the Truth? 

Agatha looked at her prince. “Tedros...I...I... 

Shouts exploded near the outer gates. 


It happened so fast. 

Drawbridge smashing down . . . the witches fleeing across the 
bridge . . . the scims stabbing soldiers from behind, before the eels turned 
and flew towards the castle... 

“RHIAN!” Tedros yelled as he dashed from the balcony and down the 
stairwell to find his knight, while Agatha chased him, her heart slamming. 

“Dovey’s barrier—it’s still intact—” she called out. “He was inside the 
gates all along!” 

“RHIAN!” Tedros yelled again, leaping down stairs as he drew Lance’s 
sword from his belt. 

How did the Snake get in? Agatha thought, trying to keep up with her 
prince. 

But there was no time to think. She and Tedros dashed out of the 
archway and into the courtyard, only to see a slew of scims shoot for their 
heads— 

Someone tackled Tedros and Agatha to the ground, making the scims 
miss, before the eels circled around and savagely killed a dwarf right in 
front of them. 

Agatha lifted her head from the dirt as Rhian grabbed her and Tedros 
and pulled them both into an archway behind a stone pillar, where Sophie 
was already hiding. 

Across from them, Hester, Anadil, and Dot crouched behind a second 
column, with Beatrix, Reena, Nicola, and Hort’s man-wolf behind a third. 
Reena had a gash in her thigh, her shield dented. Hort let out a growl of 
pain as he ripped a spasming scim out of his calf muscle and crushed it in 
his hairy palm. 

Agatha peeked out from the pillar to see the once-quiet field in front of 
the castle turned into a deathzone, with soldiers trampling each other across 
muddy grass, desperately seeking cover in the dark while scims stabbed 
them left and right. A Son of the Lion took a scim to the arm a few yards in 
front of Agatha before one of his friends yanked him behind a bush. 

“They’re going to find us. A// of us,” Beatrix said, watching scims 
easily take down a giant before they went off to search for fresh prey. 

“We have to kill as many as we can,” Rhian urged. “The scims are his 
armor. We can strip it away. Kill enough of them and he’s nothing but flesh 
and blood.” 


“We need fire! It’s the only way to kill them!” said Agatha. 

“Where will we get enough fire to kill that many scims?” Sophie 
retorted. 

Tedros jolted straight. “From oil.” 

He spun to Rhian. “Cover me.” 

Rhian took Reena’s shield and blocked Tedros as the two boys moved 
towards the courtyard. As soon as Tedros was out from under the archway, 
he tilted his head upwards and whistled between two fingers— 

Bogden and Willam peeped over the edge of a Blue Tower balcony, 
their bodies hidden behind a fortress of barrels. 

“Use the oil!” Tedros called as Rhian smashed scims away. 

“How?” said Bogden. 

“How?” Tedros barked. 

“No one told us!” said Willam. 

Tedros seethed. “It’s oil! Just take it and—” 

Rhian snatched Tedros by the arm and flung him back behind the pillar. 

“Why’d you do that!” Tedros berated, starting to get up again — 

He froze still. 

Four scims peeked around the side of the pillar at him, Agatha, Sophie, 
and Rhian. Their sharp, eyeless tips squiggled with glee, before they looked 
past the king’s group and saw Hester’s and Hort’s teams across the archway. 
The scims murmured high-pitched gurgles, taking in the bounty of flesh. 
They hewed together like a single arrow, drifting between targets, as if they 
couldn’t decide who to kill first... . 

Then they flew at Tedros. 

“Tedros, move!” Agatha gasped, shoving him left just as Rhian shoved 
him right, trapping Tedros straight in the scims’ path— 

A gush of amber liquid suddenly slopped down from above, drenching 
the eels and splashing to the ground. 

The scims looked up, startled. So did Tedros. 

Bogden and Willam gaped down between pillars. “Bogden thought 
we’re supposed to pour it,” said Willam. 

Tedros groaned. 

But now the oil-soaked scims had turned back to the king, their lethal 
tips glowing green. They slashed towards him— 


Tedros lunged forward with his gold fingerglow just as the scims hit his 
chest, and with a lion’s roar, he swiped his fingertip across them, setting the 
eels aflame. 

Instantly the scims detonated into a fireball, shrieking and sizzling 
before they crumbled into dirt. 

Anadil’s three rats set upon them, scarfing them up like they were 
crisped bacon. 

The entire group slumped with relief. 

Rhian squeezed Tedros’ shoulder. “Good thinking, Your Highness.” 

Tedros glanced at Agatha. “Occasionally I can think like a king.” 

Agatha flinched. ““Tedros—” 

“Sorry to interrupt your drama but we’re still about to die,” Sophie said 
as more scims shot through a seven-foot nymph in front of them. 
Somewhere Kiko screamed. “Tedros might have killed a few scims, but 
how do we kill the rest!” 

“Brains,” said Hester, eyeing Anadil. 

“Talent,” said Anadil, eyeing Hester. 

The witches turned to Sophie. “Neither of which you have,” said 
Anadil. She snapped her fingers and her three black rats hopped onto her 
shoulders. 

“Rats?” Sophie sniped as Anadil whispered to her pets. “That’s what’s 
supposed to save us—” 

Anadil’s red eyes sliced through her. “Watch.” 

The rats jumped off her shoulders and cannonballed into the puddle of 
oil like pigs into mud, slathering every inch of their fur, gulping up 
mouthfuls of it and hissing gleefully. . . . 

Then they took off, scrambling up soldiers’ bodies and onto their heads. 
They whipped their rat tails and sprayed oil onto any scims within reach, 
before leaping to the next soldier’s head like a landing pad, dousing eels as 
they flew. Like stealth trapeze artists, they swung across the battlefield, 
twirling and tumbling and shaking out their fur to make sure every scim got 
a flick of oil, careful not to wet the soldiers. Agatha’s eyes tried to keep up 
with them in the night sky, ping-ponging in and out of torchlight like 
kamikaze fairies. Locked in battle with Camelot’s army, the scims didn’t 
notice three tiny furballs silently crisscrossing the air above as they 
executed spiral death drops and aerial dives, squeezing every last drop of oil 


from their bodies onto eels and spraying them with whatever they’d gargled 
in their mouths . . . until at last, their work was done and they collapsed 
exhausted and reeking in their master’s lap. 

Agatha and the rest of the group blinked at the rats. 

“Now what?” Sophie said, unimpressed. 

Hester glared. “Now it’s my turn.” 

With a searing cry, the demon on Hester’s neck flew off her skin, 
grazing Sophie’s cheek as he whizzed towards the battlefield, inflating to 
red-skinned, full-blooded life. Conjuring glowing firebolts from his mouth, 
he hurled them at unsuspecting scims, igniting the oil and combusting the 
eels to ashes. 

Soldiers ducked in shock as flame-bombs exploded all around them like 
a fireworks show, scims’ screams multiplying until they were all Agatha 
could hear. 

Rhian and Tedros looked at each other, then whirled to the group— 

“Let's go!” said Tedros. 

The crew charged into battle behind the king and knight, who hacked at 
flaming scims with their swords. Bleeding and struggling with a limp, 
Hort’s man-wolf snatched scims out of the air and let out savage roars as he 
tore the eels apart. Sophie slit blazing scims open with a dagger she’d 
swiped off the ground; Beatrix and Reena shot them through with bows and 
arrows; Hester and Anadil ran to help Kiko, tormented by a burning scim 
that had yet to die, while Nicola wielded Reena’s dented shield like a frying 
pan at her father’s pub and smashed scims to pieces... . . 

But Agatha still hadn’t moved from the archway. She’d never fought 
without magic nor used a sword before. She didn’t have Tedros’ strength or 
Rhian’s skills or Sophie’s Evil. 

But neither did Nicola or Hort or Dot. 

They had something else to fight with, she realized, her heart thumping 
like a war-drum. The same thing that had fueled her in every war against 
Evil. 

Her friends. 

She grabbed a pickaxe from a fallen dwarf and stormed into the fight, 
chopping scims out of the air and spinning round to bludgeon more. 
Burning scims came from every direction like falling comets, streaking at 
Good’s future queen. Over and over she took them down with vicious yells, 


spraying the air with firedust, until Agatha was bent over and heaving, with 
no more scims to kill. Slowly she rose, her axe over her shoulder, her face 
smeared with ooze, her hair matted to her head. The rest of the group 
gathered at her side, looking out at a field awash in bodies and mist. 
Wounded soldiers stirred; others looked out from their hiding places, 
stunned to still be alive. 

Agatha turned to Tedros, who stood by Rhian’s side, their arms on each 
other’s shoulders, gazing blearily into the distance. .. . 

Then the king and knight went rigid. 

Agatha followed their eyes. 

Out of the smoke and embers came the Snake, his suit of scims 
shredded from top to bottom, revealing the young, mortal flesh of his pale 
chest and legs. Blood and bruises covered his milk-white skin, his body 
weakened by the death of his armor. But the Snake lived, moving towards 
them with clear purpose, his emerald eyes honed in on Tedros through his 
green mask, still intact. 

He stopped ten feet from the king. 

Excalibur shimmered in its lockbox above their heads. 

“Hello, Brother,” said the Snake. 

“Im not your brother,” Tedros spat, lit up with rage. “I’m the Lion who 
kills the Snake. Pm the king who will bring your head to my people. Pm 
the real king.” 

“Are you?” said the Snake, his stare hard and cold. “Time will tell.” 

Tedros stepped forward. “You’re out of time.” 

The king stripped off his armor, revealing his bare, golden chest. He 
threw Lancelot’s sword aside. 

“No magic. No weapons,” he said. “We end this tonight.” 

“Tedros, no!” Agatha said, seizing his arm. 

He pushed her away, glowering at the Snake. “You and me.” 

The Snake stepped forward, torchlight casting shadows on his rippled 
torso. 

“You and me,” said the Snake. 

“Witches, mark it,” Tedros ordered. 

Anadil’s rats sprinted around the two boys, dripping oil. Hester’s demon 
set the ring aflame. 

“He doesn’t fight fair— Agatha insisted to Tedros. 


Tedros didn’t listen. 

“On your signal,” he said to the Snake. 

“Younger brother first,” the Snake cooed. 

Tedros gnashed his teeth. “Now. ” 

They launched at each other like gorillas, chests slamming, before 
Tedros gripped the Snake by the neck and bashed him face-first to the 
ground inside the ring of fire. The king punched him in the head, Tedros’ 
fist crunching loudly against the Snake’s green scales, connecting with the 
flesh beneath it. The Snake struggled onto his side, then stabbed out his leg, 
hitting Tedros’ sternum and knocking him backwards, dangerously close to 
the flaming ring. 

Agatha clasped Rhian’s arm. “You have to help him—” 

Rhian didn’t move. “I made a promise,” he said. “This is his fight.” 

The Snake lunged forward and clobbered the king, clawing at Tedros’ 
face, opening up bloody scratches. Tedros swung his arm around his 
opponent’s throat, driving him into the ground, before the Snake thrust his 
hips and kneed Tedros in the gut, taking the king down. 

Agatha watched in horror as Tedros weathered blows from the deadly 
villain, while her friends looked on anxiously from outside the ring. 
Together, they could destroy the Snake. They outnumbered him ten to one! 
It didn’t matter what Tedros wanted. Not when he might die. 

She lurched towards the ring, about to bound over the low flames— 

Rhian snagged her back. 

“His fight,” he said. 

The two were on top of each other now, wrestling for dominance, 
Tedros hammering at the Snake’s chest as the Snake lay flat on him, 
squeezing the king’s throat. The Snake strangled Tedros harder and the king 
started to choke, his punches weakening. The Snake took advantage, 
slamming Tedros in the face with his fist, swelling the king’s eye and 
opening up a spigot of blood. Tedros writhed, struggling to free himself 
from the Snake’s deathgrip— 

“No!” Agatha cried, trying to break from Rhian’s grasp— 

The king turned blue, wheezing for his last breaths. . . . 

Tedros shoved his palm onto the Snake’s face and with a stifled cry, he 
muscled the green-mask backwards, the king grunting desperately, about to 


pass out, until at last Tedros managed just enough space between their 
bodies. ... 

He jammed his boot against the Snake’s ribs and crushed him as hard as 
he could. 

The Snake toppled backwards and fell close to the flames— 

In a flash, Tedros was on him, gasping for breath, punching the Snake 
again and again. 

“That’s for Chaddick,” he said, belting him. 

“That’s for Lancelot,” he said, walloping him harder. 

“That’s for Lady Gremlaine.” 

“That’s for the Lady of the Lake.” 

Blood seeped through the scales of the Snake’s mask, his body listless. 

“That’s for me,” said Tedros, delivering the hardest punch of all. 

He stopped to take a breath— 

The Snake kicked him in the chest, sending Tedros flying out of the 
ring, his bare back grazing the flames and searing red. 

Tedros landed in dirt, bloodied, bruised, and burned. 

Agatha rushed to his side. 

“Tedros—” 

He was still breathing. 

Slowly he lifted his muddy head and looked past his princess to the 
Snake in the ring. The green-masked villain hadn’t moved, still flat on his 
back, surrounded in a pool of blood. 

Agatha remembered Chaddick posed the same way in a painting. The 
first page of a fairy tale that was now about to end. 

“Come and kill me, little boy,” the Snake rasped. “Come and kill your 
brother.” 

Tedros staggered up, but his legs buckled and he fell back. He tried 
again— 

Agatha stopped him. 

“Let...me go... Agatha,” he panted, blood streaming. 

“He'll kill you!” said his princess. 

Tedros struggled against her, but she held him down. “This is...my... 
quest,” he snarled. “Let me... finish it.” 

“Stay down. You’re losing too much blood,” Agatha said— 

She saw the Snake’s body shift, starting to rise once more. 


Agatha locked eyes with Tedros’ knight. 

“Rhian,” she said firmly. 

The knight didn’t move. 

“I have to kill him,” said Tedros, pushing against his princess. 

Agatha held him down, her gaze on the knight. 

Still Rhian didn’t budge. 

“This isn’t a choice, Rhian. I’m ordering you,” said Agatha sharply. 
“I’m ordering you as your queen.” 

This time Rhian blinked. 

“As you wish, milady,” the knight said. 

Tedros glanced between them, suddenly understanding. 

“No! I’m the king... . He’s mine. . . .” Tedros fought— 

But Rhian was already walking into the ring. 

The copper-haired boy slammed the Snake back down to the ground and 
put his foot on the Snake’s pallid chest. 

“By order of the queen, I sentence you to die,” said Rhian. 

The Snake quivered under his boot— 

Rhian bent over, took the Snake’s head in both hands, and wrenched it 
hard, snapping his neck. 

The Snake jerked one final time . . . then went still. 

Fires cooled around the ring. Smoke blew across the Snake’s dead body. 

Tedros slumped limply in Agatha’s arms. 

Dazed soldiers converged on the courtyard littered with wounded bodies 
and scims. The allied leaders emerged from the gatehouse, along with 
Guinevere, to see the king and knight still alive and the Snake dead. 

The depleted army unleashed a cry of victory. Over their heads, Willam 
and Bogden rang the bell in the Blue Tower, which echoed down to the city, 
where bells tolled in response and a cheer resounded, signaling that the 
people of Camelot knew the Snake had been killed. 

Here in the field, the cheers fell away as everyone realized Tedros was 
still on the ground. Together they circled the wounded king. 

Rhian kneeled beside Agatha, helping her hold Tedros’ body. 

But the king’s eyes stayed on his princess. 

“He was mine. ... He was mine...,” Tedros breathed, again and again. 

Agatha touched his face. “You’re still alive, Tedros. That’s what 
matters. It could have been a trick.” She held him closer. “I was protecting 
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you. 

Tedros resisted. “But you didn’t protect me. You held me back. You 
always hold me back,” he said, looking right at her. “You don’t have faith in 
me, Agatha. You stop me from being a king. Don’t you see?” 

He blinked through blood and tears. 

“The only trick is you.” 

The words hit Agatha like a stone. Her hands let go of him, ceding his 
body to the knight. 

That is where the princess and the king ended. 

Because the people of Camelot were already flooding through the gates, 
expecting a celebration. 


By sunrise, the royal grounds were filled with Evers and Nevers from all 
over the Woods, eager to see the dead Snake and the Lion who killed him. 

Still filthy and covered in blood and ooze, Agatha crouched behind a 
pillar near the balcony to eavesdrop on the people beneath. 

“So-called King ain’t so-called anymore, ain’t he?” said a man proudly. 
“Beat the Snake with ’is bare fists.” 

“Lion killed him, though,” said his friend. 

“King already beat him to nothin’.” 

“Lion finished him. All that matters.” 

Agatha stopped listening. 

She rose to her feet and looked back into the castle’s sitting room across 
the hall, where Sophie and Rhian were treating Tedros’ wounds. 

“This is going to hurt,” said Rhian, standing over Tedros, who was 
shirtless and facedown on the couch, his back red-hot from the burns. 

Tedros bit into a pillow and his knight spread salve on his skin while 
Sophie held the king down. Tedros let out a stifled roar, his teeth tearing the 
pillow to feathers, before his yells muted to groans and he let his two 
friends wrap him with gauze. 

Agatha watched Sophie and Rhian take care of Tedros the way she 
should be. 

“Something must be wrong when Good’s greatest helper isn’t helping,” 
said a voice. 

She turned to see Guinevere next to her, dressed all in white, watching 
her son with Sophie and Rhian. 


“I think I’ve helped Tedros enough for now,” Agatha said softly. 

“You did what you had to do, Agatha. You kept my son alive.” 

“And yet he hates me for it,” said Agatha, tears flowing. 

“Because the Snake was his to kill,” said Guinevere. “Not for his own 
pride. But for his people. Tedros needed to be the king, no matter the cost, 
even to the end if need be. You took that from him.” 

“But I didn’t want him to end up like Lancelot,” Agatha argued, 
smearing at her eyes. “I didn’t want him to die. Surely you understand 
that!” 

“More than you can ever imagine,” said Guinevere starkly. “I didn’t 
want Lancelot to die, Agatha. Of course I didn’t. And yet I asked him to go 
into the Woods with Tedros, knowing he might.” 

Agatha shook her head. “But you just said I did what I had to do. ... So 
which is it? Which is more important? Keeping Tedros alive or letting him 
be a king when he might die for it?” 

Guinevere smiled sadly. “Welcome to being a queen.” 

She touched Agatha’s shoulder and walked inside. 


> 


A short while later, Agatha returned to the sitting room, bathed and dressed 
in a black gown, with Professor Dovey’s bag on her arm. 

Tedros stood in front of the mirror, adjusting his father’s old coronation 
robes while Rhian changed into his blue-and-gold suit. 

“God, this thing smells even worse than the first time I wore it,” said 
Tedros, fussing with the collar, clearly trying not to look at his battered face 
in the reflection. 

“It's just for a short while,” said Agatha. 

The king glanced at his princess in the mirror. “You sound like my 
mother,” he said coolly. 

He went back to Rhian. “You’re sure you tried to get the Snake’s mask 
off? There's no way to see who he is?” 

“The scims are both his armor and part of him somehow,” Rhian 
answered. “He sent the scims on his body to fight us, but the ones that make 
up his mask can't be dislodged. His face is melded with them. Hard to tell 
where the magic begins and the human ends.” 

“Well, as long as both the magic and human are dead,” said Tedros. He 
stared hard at Rhian. “Since you 're the one who killed him.” 


“As I was ordered, Your Highness,” Rhian said stiffly, his eyes darting 
to the future queen. “My men will present his body to the people at the 
ceremony.” 

Agatha waited for Tedros to say something to her. 

He didn’t even look in her direction. 

“Why are you lurking?” Sophie said to Agatha, sidling next to her at the 
back of the room. 

Agatha frowned at Sophie’s shimmering pink princess dress. “I thought 
you were done with pink.” 

Sophie eyed Agatha’s black one. “Pot. Kettle,” she said. “Oh come now, 
Aggie. I know I said I don’t wear pink anymore, but surely even a girl like 
me is allowed to feel like a princess. For one day, at least.” 

“He certainly is a prince,” Agatha murmured, watching Rhian put cream 
on a gash near Tedros’ eyebrow. 

Sophie tapped the bag on her friend’s shoulder. “Dovey’s crystal ball?” 

“Found it untouched where I left it, thank goodness. Did Dovey really 
sleep through the entire battle?” 

“I think we’re lucky she woke up at all this morning, given what she 
looked like last night,” said Sophie soberly. “Dovey claimed it’s that ball 
that’s been sapping her strength. Whatever you do, keep it away from her.” 

“Where is she?” 

“Getting the crew ready for the celebration. Dovey insists the Nevers be 
as presentable as the Evers in deference to the king. Which is taking some 
work, to say the least.” 

Agatha snorted half-heartedly. Sophie rested an arm on her shoulder as 
they watched the boys. 

“Will we exchange gifts in front of the people?” Rhian was asking 
Tedros. “As king and knight, I mean?” 

“We won our battle, didn’t we?” said Tedros. “Besides, can’t deny a boy 
who grew up jabbing pillows with spoons and rehearsing for this moment 
his whole life. With all that preparation, your gift better be a good one.” 

“My gift I know you’ll like,” said Rhian thoughtfully. “It’s your gift Pm 
concerned about.” 

“Very funny,” Tedros said, elbowing him. 

“Tedros?” Sophie asked. 

The king turned. 


“Are you going to try to pull Excalibur again?” she said. “At the 
celebration, I mean?” 

Tedros considered this for a long moment. “The Snake is dead. The 
people of Camelot are happy. The Woods are safe once more. Excalibur will 
have its day,” he said. “Just not today.” 

He smiled warmly at Sophie and Rhian . . . then at Agatha. 

“See, darling?” Sophie whispered to Agatha. “You two are going to be 
okay. Everything is going to be okay.” 

Agatha didn’t answer. 

Because from the way Tedros smiled at her, Agatha was thinking very 
much the opposite. 

The door flew open and Merlin shambled in, his slippers muddy, his 
cape tattered, and his hat slashed and full of holes. 

He took in the scene and grinned, revealing three teeth missing where 
there’d been teeth before. 

“Ah. Just in time,” said the wizard. 


“Presenting King Tedros and his royal court!” a courtier announced. 

The crowd unleashed a roar as Tedros and Rhian emerged onto the Blue 
Tower balcony, followed by Agatha, Sophie, Guinevere, and Merlin. Tedros 
and Rhian took their places in front of the archway with Excalibur trapped 
in its stone, while Agatha and the others stood off to the side behind them. 
Agatha could see from the crowd’s dress and colors that it was composed 
overwhelmingly of citizens from beyond Camelot, many wearing Lion 
masks, holding Lion banners, chanting, “LION! LION! LION!” 

Tedros raised Rhian’s fist in his and they soaked in the ovation together. 

Agatha made sure to stand next to Merlin, accidentally smacking him 
with Dovey’s bag as she did. 

“That crystal ball shouldn’t be in your hands, Agatha,” said the wizard. 

“Well, it shouldn’t be in Professor Dovey’s hands either, with what it’s 
done to her.” 

“Then swear to me it will stay in your hands and no one else’s, until you 
return it to her,” Merlin said, glaring. 

“Fine,” said Agatha. 

“Swear it!” Merlin demanded. 


“I swear! Happy now?” Agatha said, exasperated. “Where have you 
been? You look terrible.” 

“Tve always appreciated your candor, Agatha,” the wizard replied 
dryly. “I wish I could be as candid about my own travels, but the perils Pve 
endured have served little purpose. It appears the king has found a happy 
ending all on his own.” 

Agatha watched Tedros and his knight wearing matching smiles and 
waving to the people. 

“Though maybe your ending is the one I should be concerned about,” 
the wizard said. 

Agatha saw Merlin’s blue eyes peering at her suspiciously. She looked 
away. 

Sophie touched her from the other side. “Look at them, Aggie,” she 
said, watching Tedros and Rhian hand in hand. “Who knew two boys could 
be best friends like us?” 

Agatha mustered a smile. 

“You sure you’re okay?” Sophie said, studying her. 

Thankfully that’s when Tedros started his speech. 

“Today I stand here as your king on a proud day for Camelot and a 
proud day for the Woods,” he said, amplified by one of Merlin’s white stars. 
“Under siege by a villain who threatened our way of life, we came together 
to stop him: Camelot and the Woods, Good and Evil, Ever and Never. Not 
just with our army built from my kingdom and yours, but also with a loyal 
group of friends at my side. Friends whose fairy tale the Storian is writing 
as we speak. And when that tale ends at the close of this celebration, the 
pen will have told the story of a team of peers who gave up their own quests 
for glory to set off on a bigger and more dangerous one. A team who not 
only succeeded in that quest, but achieved a glory bigger than any one of 
them might have attained on their own. People of Camelot, People of the 
Woods: I present to you, Dean Clarissa Dovey of the School for Good, and 
the crew of the /graine!” 

Professor Dovey came out onto the balcony to a hearty greeting from 
the masses, looking rested, refreshed, and more like her old self. At her side 
were Beatrix, Reena, and Kiko in three of Guinevere’s old gowns, along 
with Willam and Bogden, hair combed and smartly dressed in starched 


shirts that Dovey must have borrowed from Tedros’ closet. Together, they 
took their place behind Agatha, Sophie, Guinevere, and Merlin. 

Tedros waited for the last three members of the crew to emerge. 

The archway stayed empty, Excalibur glinting silently from its glass box 
overhead. 

Professor Dovey pulled her wand from her pocket and shot a spell 
through the archway. A collective yelp echoed, followed by Hester, Anadil, 
and Dot shuffling onto the balcony in pastel-colored dresses, their hair 
curled and primped like poodles’. 

Agatha gaped at them. 

“Dovey said it was a condition for us to go back to our old quest and 
look for a School Master,” Hester mumbled. 

Tedros cleared his throat, returning to the crowd. “Whenever my father 
had a great victory in battle, he invited the people onto the grounds of the 
castle to share in that victory. Just as he once brought back the body of the 
Green Knight for all of you to see, today we, too, have proof that a terrible 
villain will never harm our Woods again.” 

The crowd stirred with anticipation. 

“Behold,” Tedros declared, “the Snake is dead!” 

Four guards in full knight’s armor and helmets marched through the 
archway at Rhian’s direction, carrying the Snake’s body on a plank. 

The crowd erupted in its biggest cheer yet, as Tedros and Rhian took the 
plank and raised the Snake’s blood-spattered corpse over the balcony for all 
the Woods to see. 

Agatha saw Rhian make eye contact with Sophie, giving her a loving 
wink. Tedros, meanwhile, kept his focus on the crowd, not even glancing 
Agatha’s way. 

All the while, Agatha could hear the witches behind her. 

“Difference between Evers and Nevers is we don’t showboat for 
applause,” Anadil grumbled. 

“Because what we care about is getting the work done,” said Hester. 
“Can’t wait to get back to School Master interviews.” 

“You sure we can’t convince Rhian to be School Master?” said Dot. 
“Look at how he is with Sophie. They definitely don’t want to be apart.” 

“Dot’s right. Long-distance relationships never work. Plus he’d have a 
lot more power as a School Master than as a knight,” said Anadil. “Besides, 


I can’t think of a better candidate, Hester. Can you?” 

“He’s already proven he can bring Good and Evil together,” Dot 
appealed to Hester. “Dovey loves him. And Sophie listens to him. Around 
him, she’s calmer, nicer, and less of a lunatic. What more could you ask for 
in a School Master?” 

For once, Hester didn’t argue with them. “Maybe we’re at the end of 
our quest after all,” she said finally. 

“Does this mean I have to go back to teaching history?” said Hort. 

“Does this mean I have to go back to being a first year?” said Nicola. 

The group snickered. 

“Dovey’s assigning my team a new quest to be a peacekeeping force 
near the Four Point,” said Kiko. 

“Dovey’s sending me and Reena to help rebuild Jaunt Jolie after what 
the pirates did to it,” said Beatrix. 

“Tt’ll be strange not being all together anymore,” said Hort. “Coming on 
this quest felt like school again. Only this time I actually liked you guys.” 

“We’ll all be at Agatha’s and Tedros’ wedding, won't we?” said Nicola. 

“That we will,” said Hester. 

Silence ensued and Agatha could feel the group’s eyes on her, while she 
pretended not to be listening. 

Sophie had certainly been listening, though, because she squeezed 
Agatha’s wrist and whispered to her: “As long as they’re not in any of the 
wedding portraits.” 

Agatha gave her a look. 

“I’m your wedding planner,” said Sophie. “Clarissa might have made 
them all look like wet farm animals, but you can be assured I’ Il be dressing 
them myself.” 

In front of the girls, the guards reclaimed the Snake’s body from the 
king and knight and held it off to the side as the ceremony continued. 

“And now for our final tradition that comes at the end of every victory. 
The exchange of gifts between king and knight,” Tedros announced to the 
people. “In so many of his battles, my father fought alongside his greatest 
knight, Sir Lancelot du Lac. Lancelot was killed at the hands of the Snake, 
but his legend will live on.” He looked at his mother. “Not only in the hearts 
of those who loved him most, but also in the spirit of a new knight. I have a 
Lancelot of my own in Rhian of Foxwood, a knight who will fight with me 


for the rest of my life. I may be the Lion of Camelot and your king, but 
Rhian is my Lion and thus has earned the name as well. Rhian, please 
address the people you so bravely serve.” 

“LION! LION! LION?” the people bellowed. 

Tedros put Merlin’s white star under Rhian’s suit collar, so his voice 
could be heard. 

“I do hope Rhian gives Tedros something suitable,” Sophie whispered 
to Agatha. “You can always judge a man by his gifts.” 

Rhian stepped to the balcony. “It is no easy feat to think of a gift for 
King Tedros of Camelot. So as inspiration, I looked to the gift that Sir 
Lancelot always gave King Arthur at the close of a winning battle. The 
knight would kneel before a lady of Arthur’s court and offer his tribute to 
her. As I stand before Arthur’s son, I, too, would like to offer my tribute to a 
lady of his court.” 

He turned towards Agatha and sank to one knee. 

Agatha blushed. 

“Oh, Aggie,” Sophie breathed. “How chivalrous—” 

“Sophie,” Rhian said, his eyes shifting to her. “Will you step forward?” 

Sophie glanced at Agatha, surprised. Tedros looked equally confused. 

“Go,” Agatha whispered. 

Sophie obeyed and stepped towards the knight. 

Rhian looked up at her, his face warm in the sunlight. 

“Sophie of Woods Beyond...” 

He opened his palm, revealing a glittering diamond ring. 

“Will you marry me?” the knight asked. 

Agatha and Tedros drew the same stunned breath. Merlin and Professor 
Dovey exchanged wide stares, as did the group of students behind them. 

The crowd had gone completely still. 

But no one was as shocked as Sophie, who had turned the color of a 
rose, unable to move. 

Then, a light rushed into her cheeks, the moment dawning on her, and 
she leapt into his arms 

“Yes,” she gasped. “A thousand times, yes!” 

In an instant, she was off the ground, as Rhian picked her up off her feet 
and kissed her passionately. 

“I love you, Sophie,” he whispered. 





“I love you too, Rhian,” she said, wiping tears. She shook her head, still 
in a stupor, and looked out at the crowd. “We’re getting married!” she 
shrieked. 

A single hurrah shattered the silence. Then like a wave of love, the mob 
let loose an adoring cheer, chanting Sophie’s and Rhian’s names as they 
kissed again and again... . 

Tedros stepped back between Agatha and Merlin, baffled. 

“Lancelot always gave his gift to the king’s queen. A tribute to the 
queen is a tribute to the king. That’s the point,” Tedros said to the wizard. 
“But Sophie isn’t the queen. Agatha is.” 

Merlin frowned slightly. “Well, not yet.” 

“I suppose he just wanted to surprise us,” said Tedros, trying to shrug it 
off. But still he seemed unsettled. 

Even so, Agatha felt a tinge of relief, hearing Tedros reaffirm her place 
as his queen. The relief was followed by guilt that she was obsessing over 
her own relationship when her best friend had just gotten engaged. 

She saw Sophie make eye contact with her and give her a sheepish, 
blissful smile as Rhian fit the ring on her finger. 

Agatha tried to mirror the same smile back. 

“Did you happen to ask what house at school Rhian was in?” Merlin 
asked Tedros casually. 

“Arbed House,” said Tedros, looking at him. 

Merlin lowered his glasses. “Arbed House? Are you sure?” 

“Think so. Why?” 

“Arbed House is where parents in Foxwood send children they want to 
hide from the School Master. Children they believe are Evil, despite 
growing up in Good families. And not just Evil. So Evil they’re a threat to 
the Woods. So Evil they’re too dangerous to be trained as villains. For a 
large fee, Dean Brunhilde magically conceals them from the School Master 
so he never comes to know of their existence. While every other child in the 
Woods has a file at the School for Good and Evil, these children’s files as 
prospective students simply disappear. Brunhilde never tells the Arbed 
students this, of course; she does her best to turn their souls Good. 
Meanwhile, the students never learn they were meant for great Evil all 
along.” 


“But Rhian doesn’t have a drop of Evil in his body. He couldn’t have 
been sent there,” Tedros scoffed, watching the knight and Sophie still 
waving to the crowd. “Besides, Dovey checked him and his family out 
thoroughly. I must have misheard.” 

Merlin tugged at his beard, his jaw tensed, as if he was trying to find a 
solution when he didn’t quite know the problem. 

“By the way, whose file did Nicola want you to look at?” Tedros asked. 

“Kei’s,” said the wizard. “She wanted to know if he and Rhian were in 
the same class at the Foxwood School for Boys. But there was no record of 
Rhian at the School for Boys at all. There was one for Kei, however. He 
was a student at Arbed House. And it seems he had an interesting 
roommate.” 

“Who?” said Tedros. 

Merlin looked at him. “Aric.” 

“Lady Lesso’s son? Kei was roommates with that creep?” said Tedros. 
“Figures.” 

Agatha listened to them, a prickly feeling slithering up her spine. 

The Snake had been friends with Aric. 

Close friends. 

That’s what he’d told her and Sophie. 

And the Snake clearly knew Kei too, since Kei had acted as his 
henchman. 

Was it just a coincidence that Kei and Aric were roommates? 

Or is that how the Snake met them? 

Agatha’s heart pumped faster. 

Had the Snake been in Arbed House too? 

Nobody knew the Snake’s name, after all. Without his name, there was 
no way to check his file... . 

But Rhian had been in Arbed House. That’s what he’d told Tedros. 

So wouldn’t Rhian have known Aric and Kei as well? 

The knight’s voice snapped her out of her thoughts: “Tedros, I believe 
it’s your turn,” said Rhian, grinning. 

Tedros stepped forward and gave his knight a hug to congratulate him. 
He hugged Sophie too 

But Agatha wasn’t watching them anymore. She was watching the 
armored guards lift the wooden plank with the Snake’s dead body and carry 





it off the balcony, back into the castle. As they left through the archway 
bearing Excalibur, one of the guards glanced in Agatha’s direction. His dark 
eyes met hers through the opening of his helmet . . . the flesh around them 
peeling from sunburns. 

Agatha’s muscles shot up with adrenaline. 

Sunburn. 

Dot. 

Pirate. 

In a flash, she was running after the guards. Sophie intercepted her: 
“Aren’t you going to say congratulations?”—but Agatha was already 
shoving her aside, sprinting through the archway. 

She chased them down the stairs as the guards looked back and saw her 
coming. Immediately they moved faster, shuttling the Snake’s dead body to 
the ground floor and turning the corner into a hall that led from Blue Tower 
to White Tower— 

Agatha jumped stairs, trying to catch up, as Dovey’s bag and crystal ball 
banged hard against her arm. She could hear Tedros’ voice resounding from 
the courtyard— 

“My dear Rhian, I wish you and Sophie the best for your lives 
together,” the king proclaimed. “And perhaps more than that, I wish for a 
double wedding.” 

The crowd laughed. 

“But now it’s my turn to give you a gift,” said Tedros. 

Agatha hurtled off the last steps and onto the ground floor, lunging 
forward after the guards. She hiked up her dress, slipping on the dusty 
marble, as she turned the corner into the hall, barreling towards the White 
Tower— 

Agatha stopped cold. 

In the middle of the hall lay the wooden plank the guards had been 
carrying. 

The guards were gone. 

So was the Snake’s body. 

Dread cut through her heart. 

Slowly, Agatha looked up and saw the Snake standing at the end of the 
long, dark hall. 

He leaned against the wall, barechested, his neck unbroken. 





He watched her through his green mask. 

Then he turned the corner and walked away. 

Agatha stood there, frozen to the spot, blood pounding in her ears. 

The Snake was alive. 

Which meant Rhian hadn’t killed him. 

Which meant... 

“What could I possibly gift a knight who has given more to me and my 
people than I could ever ask?” Tedros’ voice echoed. 

Panic hardened to clarity. 

I have to get to Tedros, Agatha thought. 

I have to get to Tedros now. 

She ran back towards the staircase, then slid around the corner and saw 
a fleet of armored guards, at least twenty of them, walking up the steps 
towards the balcony. She was about to call out to them, thinking these 
guards were on Camelot’s side— 

Then she saw their boots beneath their steel armor. 

Muddy, filthy, black. 

With silver tips. 

Pirate boots. 

Agatha jerked behind the wall before they could spot her. 

“My father felt the same way about Lancelot as I do about you,” Tedros 
was saying. “And he too struggled to find a gift worthy of his knight.” 

I cant get to the balcony, Agatha thought, watching the guards head 
that way. / have to get Tedros’ attention from below it— 

As the last guards climbed the staircase, she scrambled across the 
ground floor, through one of the doors leading into the courtyard. She flung 
it open. Sunlight hit her hard as she charged right into the teeming crowd, 
jostling past men, women, and children. 

“So my father offered Sir Lancelot the world instead,” Tedros’ voice 
boomed above her. “The same gift I give to you today, Rhian.” 

Agatha squeezed between bodies, whacking them with Dovey’s bag to 
get them out of the way, trying to get far enough into the crowd that Tedros 
could see her. 

The clues had been there all along. 

The way Rhian had appeared on cue to save them each time the Snake 
attacked. 


The way he had worn the mask of the Lion as if he was playing a part. 

The way the terror in the Woods had stopped once the Lion appeared. 

The way the Lion had become Tedros’ new knight once the Snake killed 
the old ones. 

The way the Snake had gotten into Camelot before the war had ever 
begun. 

And most of all, that speech the Lion had given about the Snake in the 
Hall... 

“He dared us to bring forth a hero. . .. He dared us to sire a king... . 

Agatha pushed people aside. Someone shoved her to the ground. But 
she kept moving— 

“Whos his Eagle... ,” Tedros had mumbled in his sleep. “Whos his 
Eagle. ... Whos the Snakes Eagle... .” 

Agatha knew the answer. 

The Lion. 

The Lion had been in league with the Snake from the beginning. The 
two of them playing both sides of a story, working towards the same goal. 

But this Lion wasn’t just the Snake’s Eagle. 

This Lion was the real Snake all along. 

Agatha looked up. She was still too far under the balcony, out of 
Tedros’ sightline. 

“My dear Rhian,” said Tedros’ voice, “I offer you anything on this earth 
that a king can give a man.” 

Agatha sprung through bodies. She was almost there— 

“I ask for only one thing,” said Rhian’s voice. 

Agatha dove forward and spun around. She finally glimpsed Tedros 
high above her, smiling at Rhian, as if Tedros knew what Rhian was about 
to ask of him. 

“Task for the key around your mother’s neck,” said Rhian. 

Tedros’ smile erased. He looked utterly confused. “You want the key?” 

“Tedros!” Agatha shouted. 

He didn’t hear her. She jammed through more bodies, trying to get 
closer to him— 

But Guinevere had already stepped towards the knight. “He”s asking to 
keep your sword safe, Tedros,” she said to her son, before turning to Rhian. 
“You’ve saved my son again and again. Even when choosing your own gift, 
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you think selflessly of him first when you could have asked for anything in 
the world. You are worthy of Lancelot’s legacy.” She took the necklace with 
the glass key from her own throat and held it towards Rhian. “And I can 
think of no one better to protect Excalibur than you, my child.” 

“No!” yelled Agatha— 

Rhian took the key out of Guinevere’s hands. 

“TEDROS!” Agatha cried. 

This time he heard her. 

Tedros met her eyes from the balcony and for a moment had a cold 
expression, as if yet again she wasn’t standing behind him where she should 
be... as if yet again she was coming between him and his duty as a 
king. ... 

But then he turned and saw Rhian in the archway, already slipping the 
key into the lockbox. 

Tedros spun back to Agatha and, suddenly, he understood. So did 
Merlin and Guinevere, following the king’s eyes to his princess in the 
crowd. 

In a flash, Tedros leapt for his knight. So did Tedros’ mother and the 
wizard, but it was too late— 

Rhian seized Excalibur with both hands and pulled it smoothly, the 
blade sliding clean out of the stone without a sound. He turned to the crowd 
and thrust King Arthur’s sword towards the sun, free at last, the rays of light 
spearing the steel and spraying across the balcony, blinding Tedros and his 
court. 

For Agatha, everything slowed to half speed. No one seemed to be 
moving. Not the crowd. Not Tedros nor their friends, who stood there like 
statues, the sword’s light streaked across them. Not Merlin, Guinevere, or 
Dovey, who each seemed unable to fathom the sight of a king’s sword in a 
knight’s hands. And not Sophie, who watched her betrothed brandishing the 
most powerful sword in the Woods, a dazed smile on her face, before that 
smile slowly vanished, her eyes moving to Agatha in the mob. 

“I am the eldest son of King Arthur, raised in secret and returned to 
claim my throne,” Rhian declared, his voice as sharp as a whip. “Z am the 
true heir to the throne of Camelot. / am the one true king come to restore 
this kingdom to glory.” He raised Excalibur to the people like a grail. “Z am 
your Lion!” 


For a moment, the Evers and Nevers of the Woods were quiet as a tomb, 
their stares shifting from Tedros to Rhian, caught between two kings. 

Citizens of Camelot broke the silence first, reacting first with murmurs 
and boos. They grew louder, as they rallied to the defense of Arthur’s son, a 
son they’d known since he was a child— 

But then it came. 

A unified roar from the masses around them. 

Masses that outnumbered them, from kingdoms Good and Evil that 
Tedros had once ignored. 

This was the ending they’d been waiting for. This was the Storian’s 
justice. A king for all kingdoms. A fairy tale finally complete. 

“RHIAN THE KING! RHIAN THE KING!” they bellowed, madly 
waving their Lion masks and signs. 

All at once, the gallery of bodies behind Rhian surged into motion— 

Agatha saw Guinevere grab Tedros, wresting him towards the archway. 
Dovey snatched Sophie by the wrist, pulling her after them, while Merlin 
herded the other students— 

But now a fleet of twenty armored guards marched through the arch, 
blocking their entry to the castle. 

Merlin waved his arm, about to fire a spell, but a guard clubbed him 
hard over the head with his fists, knocking the wizard to the ground. The 
other guards captured Guinevere, Dovey, and all the others, leaving only 
Tedros and Sophie untouched. 

“Those loyal to the previous reign cannot be trusted. They’ve done 
enough harm to Camelot and will do no more,” said King Rhian. “Take 
them to the dungeons!” 

Tedros yelled, lunging for his friends, but a guard caught him, as the 
armored men towed Merlin’s unconscious body and the others into the 
castle. 

“As for you, Tedros of Camelot,” Rhian said, leering at him. “You may 
have grown up with our father, but I am his son in deeds and in action. I am 
more his son than you will ever be. Look at you. You ruled your kingdom as 
an illegal king, uncrowned, untrusted, unwanted. When Camelot wanted a 
True king, you offered a Lie. When the Woods asked for help, you turned 
your back. When the Four Point was attacked, you stayed at home. When 
the Snake had to die, you left it to me. You’ve let your castle rot, your 


people starve, and the Woods suffer. You are a fraud. A failure. An impostor 
wearing my crown. If I am the real Lion, then you are the real Snake.” 
“Rhian—” Tedros gasped from his guard’s grip. “What are you doing 
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“What you could never do,” Rhian said, his blue-green eyes tearing into 
him. “Being a king.” 

He turned to the crowd. “I hereby declare Tedros of Camelot an enemy 
of the kingdom and sentence him to death. Take him to the dungeons to 
await his execution,” he thundered, as the guard tried to pull Tedros into the 
castle. “And find his so-called queen too!” 

The crowd roared its approval, drowning out Camelot’s dissenters, as 
Tedros struggled against his guard— 

“DEATH TO TEDROS!” shouted one. 

“GLORY TO RHIAN!” shouted another. 

“GLORY TO THE WOODS!” 

Two more guards emerged from the archway. Through one of the 
guard’s helmets, Agatha could see familiar red tattoos around the eyes. 
They lashed Tedros’ body in green metal chains. 

All the while, Sophie couldn’t move, her body shaking, her skin ghost- 
pale. 

Finally Rhian set his eyes on her. 

Sophie whirled towards the archway, but Rhian was on her, wrenching 
her close to him as he swiveled towards the crowd and raised Sophie’s fist 
in his. 

“Today, Camelot begins a new era of Truth over Lies, with a new king 
and a new princess, soon to be your queen,” Rhian said, holding Sophie so 
tight her knuckles turned white. “All of you are invited to the royal wedding 
to take place one week from today!” 

Run, Sophie! Agatha thought. Run, now! 

But now she saw Sophie looking down at her, terror in her face, her 
body pivoting slightly so Agatha could see something. 

The sword. 

Rhian had its tip right against Sophie’s spine. 

Either she played the part of his princess or he’d split her open. 

Someone grabbed Agatha’s arm— 


“She’s here!” a toothless man croaked. “I found her! I found Tedros’ 
queen!” 

By the time anyone heard him, Agatha was already running. 

She ripped through the gauntlet of bodies towards the castle gates, 
Dovey’s bag slamming against her. She glanced back, spotting a dozen 
guards starting to plow through the crowd. Agatha ran and ran, over the 
broken drawbridge, down the carriage roads, now far out of the sight of the 
guards. But still she ran, until she was down the hill, catching her breath 
just long enough to look up at the sunlit castle, where guards took Tedros 
away as Rhian placed Camelot’s crown upon his own head, Sophie still 
tight against him. And as a cloud passed over the sun, sending the scene 
into shadows, the last thing Agatha saw was a new king cast in a golden 
glow and the old one dragged into the dark by his twisted green chains .. . 

The Snake become the Lion and the Lion become the Snake. 


About the Author 





Photo by David J. Martin 


SOMAN CHAINANT?’s first three novels in the School for Good and Evil 
series each debuted on the New York Times bestseller list. The series has 
sold over 1.5 million copies, been translated into more than twenty 
languages across six continents, and will soon be a major motion picture 
from Universal Pictures. 

A graduate of Harvard University and Columbia University’s MFA Film 
Program, Soman has made films that have played all over the world, and his 
writing awards include honors from Big Bear Lake, the CAPE Foundation, 
and the Sun Valley Writers’ Fellowship. 

When he’s not telling stories, Soman is a die-hard tennis player who 
never lost a first-round match for ten years .. . until he started writing The 
School for Good and Evil. Now he loses all the time. 


You can visit Soman at 
www.somanchainani.net. 


www.schoolforgoodandevil.com 


Discover great authors, exclusive offers, and more at hc.com. 


Credits 


Cover art © 2017 by Iacopo Bruno 


Copyright 


HarperCollins 


POS TL SA Mias 








THE SCHOOL FOR GOOD AND EVIL #4: QUESTS FOR GLORY. Text copyright © 2017 by 
Soman Chainani. Illustration here by Michael Blank. Illustrations copyright © 2017 by Iacopo 
Bruno. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By 

payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access 
and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, 
downloaded, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage 
and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or 
hereafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books. 
www.harpercollinschildrens.com 


Library of Congress Control Number: 2017942896 
ISBN 978-0-06-265847-0 (trade bdg.) — ISBN 978-0-06-266768-7 (int.) 
ISBN 978-0-06-267752-5 (special edition) — ISBN 978-0-06-268176-8 (special edition) 
ISBN 978-0-06-274163-9 (special edition) — ISBN 978-0-06-274811-9 (special edition) 
EPub Edition © August 2017 ISBN 9780062658494 


17 18 19 20 21 CG/LSCH 10987654321 


e 
ee 


FIRST EDITION 


About the Publisher 


Australia 
HarperCollins Publishers Australia Pty. Ltd. 
Level 13, 201 Elizabeth Street 
Sydney, NSW 2000, Australia 
www.harpercollins.com.au 


Canada 
HarperCollins Canada 
2 Bloor Street East - 20th Floor 
Toronto, ON M4W 1A8, Canada 
www.harpercollins.ca 


New Zealand 
HarperCollins Publishers 
New Zealand 
Unit D1, 63 Apollo Drive 
Rosedale 0632 
Auckland, New Zealand 
www.harpercollins.co.nz 


United Kingdom 
HarperCollins Publishers Ltd. 
1 London Bridge Street 
London SE1 9GF, UK 
www.harpercollins.co.uk 


United States 
HarperCollins Publishers Inc. 


195 Broadway 
New York, NY 10007 
www.harpercollins.com 





Soman CHAINANI 





= Illustrations by . 
_— ; p ee 
> Iacopo BRUNO $ 


HARPER 


An Imprint of HarperCo!linsPubilishers 





Dedication 


For Uma and Kaveen 


IN THE FOREST PRIMEVAL 
A SCHOOL FOR GOOD AND EVIL 
TWO TOWERS LIKE TWIN HEADS 
ONE FOR THE PURE 
ONE FOR THE WICKED 
TRY TO ESCAPE YOU’LL ALWAYS FAIL 
THE ONLY WAY OUT IS 
THROUGH A FAIRY TALE 


YV zaan SS IU WE SON ow IL 


IN OSMON NOW 


= NOWAK pr 


Contents 


Cover 
Title Page 
Dedication 
Epigraph 


onıoaou Pwn+ 


NNNNNNRFPRP RRP RRP RP RRR © 


. Agatha: The Lady and the Snake 

. The Coven: Lionsmane 

Sophie: Bonds of Blood 

. Agatha: New Alliances 

. Tedros: Sophie’s Choice 

Sophie: The Dinner Game 

. Agatha: Agatha’s Army 

. Hort: Someday My Weasel Will Come 

. Sophie: Empress under the Boot 

. Sophie: Blessing in Disguise 

. Agatha: Friendship Lessons 

. Tedros: Lucky Seven 

. Agatha: Sometimes the Story Leads You 
. Sophie: He Lies, She Lies 

. Agatha: One True King 

. Professor Dovey: What Makes Your Heart Beat? 
. Agatha: The Only Safe Place in the Woods 
. Tedros: The Ultimate Mission 

. Agatha: Into the Crystal World 

. Hort: The House at Number 63 

. Agatha: Blood Crystal 

. Sophie: Script of a Murder 

. Agatha: Cat in a Museum 

. Sophie: The Garden of Truth and Lies 

. Sophie: Rhian and the Real Thing 


26. Agatha: A Grave Mistake 
27. Tedros: The Unburied King 


About the Author 
Back Ads 

Copyright 

About the Publisher 


ala 
AGATHA 
The Lady and the Snake 


When the new King of Camelot intends to kill your true love, kidnap your 
best friend, and hunt you down like a dog... you better have a plan. 

But Agatha had no plan. 

She had no allies. 

She had no place to hide. 

So she ran. 





She ran as far from Camelot as she could with no direction or 
destination, ripping through the Endless Woods, her black dress catching on 
nettles and branches as the sun rose and fell... She ran as the bag with a 
Dean’s crystal ball swung and thumped against her ribs . . . She ran as 
WANTED posters with her face began appearing on trees, a warning that 
news traveled faster than her legs could carry her and that there was 
nowhere safe for her anymore... 

By the second day, her feet blistered; her muscles throbbed, fed only by 
berries and apples and mushrooms she snatched along the way. She seemed 
to be going in circles: the smoky riverbanks of Mahadeva, the borders of 
Gillikin, then back to Mahadeva in the pale dawn. She couldn’t think about 


a plan or shelter. She couldn’t think about the present at all. Her thoughts 
were in the past: Tedros in chains ... . sentenced to die . . . her friends 
imprisoned . . . Merlin dragged away unconscious . . . an Evil villain 
wearing Tedros’ crown... 

She struggled through an assault of pink fog, searching for the path. 
Wasn’t Gillikin the kingdom with the pink fog? Hadn’t Yuba the Gnome 
taught them that at school? But she’d left Gillikin hours ago. How could she 
be there again? She needed to pay attention . . . she needed to think forward 
instead of backward . . . but now all she could see were clouds of pink fog 
taking the shape of the Snake . . . that masked, scale-covered boy who she’d 
been sure was dead .. . but a boy who she’d just seen alive... 

By the time she came out of her thoughts, the fog was gone and it was 
nighttime. Somehow she’d ended up in the Stymph Forest, with no trace of 
a path. A storm swept in, slinging lightning through trees. She cowered 
under an overgrown toadstool. 

Where should she go? Who could help her when everyone she trusted 
was locked in a dungeon? She’d always relied on her intuition, her ability to 
make a plan on the spot. But how could she think of a plan when she didn’t 
even know who she was fighting? 

I saw the Snake dead. 

But then he wasnt... 

And Rhian was still onstage . . . 

So Rhian cant be the Snake. 

The Snake is someone else. 

They’re working together. 

The Lion and the Snake. 

She thought of Sophie, who’d giddily accepted Rhian’s ring, thinking 
she was marrying Tedros’ knight. Sophie who believed she’d found love— 
real love that saw the Good in her—only to be taken hostage by a villain far 
more Evil than she. 

At least Rhian wouldn’t hurt Sophie. Not yet. He needed her. 

What for, Agatha didn’t know. 

But Rhian would hurt Tedros. 

Tedros, who’d heard Agatha tell Sophie last night that he’d been a 
failure as king. Tedros, who now doubted whether his own princess 
believed in him. Tedros, who’d lost his crown, his kingdom, his people, and 


was trapped in the hands of his enemy, who just yesterday he’d embraced 
like a brother. An enemy who now claimed to be his brother. 

Agatha’s stomach wrenched. She needed to hold Tedros in her arms and 
tell him that she loved him. That she would never doubt him again. That she 
would trade her life for his if she could. 

I’Il save you, Agatha thought desperately. Even if I have no plan and no 
one on my side. 

Until then, Tedros had to stay strong, no matter what Rhian and his men 
did to him. Tedros had to find a way to stay alive. 

If he wasn’t dead already. 

In a flash, Agatha was running again, strobed by lightning as she 
slashed through the last of the Stymph Forest and then along Akgul’s 
haunted beaches with ash for sand. Dovey’s crystal ball weighed her down, 
pounding the same bruise in her flank again and again. She needed to 
rest... she hadn’t slept in days... but her mind was spinning like a broken 
wheel... 

Rhian pulled Excalibur from the stone. 

That’s why he’s king. 

Agatha ran faster. 

But how? 

The Lady of the Lake told Sophie that the Snake was king. 

But Excalibur thought Rhian was king. 

And Arthur told Tedros that Tedros was king. 

Something’s wrong. 

Magically wrong. 

Agatha held her breath, lost in a maze of thoughts. She needed help. She 
needed answers. 

Muggy warmth turned to harsh wind and then to snow, the forest 
opening up in a sweep of tundra. In her sleepless haze, she wondered if 
she’d run through months and seasons. .. . 

But now she could see the shadow of a castle in the distance, spires 
slicing through low-flying clouds. 

Camelot? 

After all this, instead of finding someone who could help her, had she 
run back to danger? Had she wasted all this time? 

Tears rising, she backed away, turning to sprint again— 

But she couldn’t run anymore. 





Her legs buckled and Agatha crumpled into soft snow, her black dress 
fanned around her like a bat’s wings. Sleep came as hard and swift as a 
hammer. 

She dreamed of a leaning tower stretched high into the clouds, built out 
of a thousand gold cages. Trapped in every cage was a friend or someone 
she loved— Merlin, Guinevere, Lancelot, Professor Dovey, Hester, Anadil, 
Dot, Kiko, Hort, her mother, Stefan, Professor Sader, Lady Lesso, and more 
—with all the cages teetering one over the other, and Sophie’s and Tedros’ 
cages at the very top, poised to come crashing down first. As the tower 
shook and swayed, Agatha threw herself against it to keep it from falling, 
her scrawny, gangly frame the only thing stopping her friends from dashing 
to their deaths. But just as she had the soaring column in hand, a shadow 
emerged atop the highest cage... . 

Half-Lion. Half-Snake. 

One by one, it threw cages off the tower. 

Agatha woke with a start, sopped in sweat despite the snow. Raising her 
head, she saw the storm had passed, the castle ahead now clear in morning 
sun. 

In front of it, two iron gates swung open and shut against the rocks, the 
entrance to this white fortress that towered over a calm, gray lake. 

Agatha’s heart jumped. 

Not Camelot. 

Avalon. 

Something inside her had steered her here. 

To the one person who could give her answers. 

Something inside her had a plan all along. 


“HELLO?” AGATHA CALLED out to the still waters. 

Nothing happened. 

“Lady of the Lake?” she tried again. 

Not even a ripple. 

Edginess fluttered in her chest. Once upon a time, the Lady of the Lake 
had been Good’s greatest ally. That’s why Agatha’s soul had brought her 
here. To get help. 

But Chaddick had come to the Lady of the Lake for help too. 

He’d ended up dead. 


Agatha looked up at the zigzagging staircase that ascended towards the 
circle of white towers. The last time she’d come to these shores, she’d been 
with Sophie, searching for Chaddick’s body. Dark dregs of blood still 
stained the snow where they’d found Tedros’ murdered knight, clutching a 
taunting message from the Snake. 

Agatha had never seen the Snake’s face. But the Lady of the Lake had 
seen it when she’d kissed him. 

A kiss that had leeched the Lady’s powers and betrayed King Tedros. 

A kiss that had helped the Snake put a traitor on Tedros’ throne. 

Because that’s what Rhian was. A filthy traitor, who’d pretended to be 
Tedros’ knight when he was in league with the Snake the whole time. 

Agatha turned back to the water. The Lady of the Lake had protected 
that Snake. And not just protected him: she’d fallen in love with him and 
lost her powers because of it. She’d thrown away a lifetime of duty. A sick 
feeling slid up Agatha’s spine. The Lady of the Lake should have been 
immune to Evil’s charms. But instead, she could no longer be trusted. 

Agatha swallowed hard. 

I shouldn't be here, she thought. 

And yet . . . there was no one else to turn to. She had to take a chance. 

“Tt’s me, Agatha!” she bellowed. “Merlin’s friend. He needs your help!” 

Her voice echoed across the shore. 

Then the lake shuddered. 

Agatha leaned forward. She saw nothing except her own reflection in 
the silvery surface. 

But then her face in the water began to change. 

Little by little, Agatha’s reflection morphed into a shriveled old hag’s, 
with knots of white hair clinging to a bald head and spotted skin sagging off 
cheekbones. The hag loomed beneath the lake like a troll under a bridge, 
glaring up at Agatha with cold eyes. Her voice carried through the water, 
low and distorted— 

“We made a deal. I answered Merlin’s question,” the Lady of the Lake 
seethed. “I let him ask me one thing—one thing—and in return, he would 
never come again. So now he tries to weasel out of our deal by sending 
you? Go. You’re not welcome here.” 

“He didn’t send me!” Agatha fought. “Merlin’s a prisoner! There’s a 
new king of Camelot named Rhian—he’s trapped Tedros, Merlin, Professor 


Dovey, and all our friends in the dungeons. And Merlin’s been hurt! He’ll 
die if I don’t save him! Tedros will too! Arthur’s son. The true king.” 

There was no alarm or horror or even sympathy in the Lady’s face. 
There was... nothing. 

“Didn’t you hear me? You have to help them!” Agatha begged. “You 
swore to protect the King—” 

“And I did protect him,” the Lady retorted. “I told you when you came 
here last. The green-masked boy had the blood of Arthur in his veins. And 
not just the blood of Arthur’s son. The blood of Arthur’s eldest son. I could 
smell it when I had my powers. I know the blood of the One True King.” 
She paused, her face clouding. “He had powers too, this boy. Strong 
powers. He sensed my secret: that I’ve grown lonely here, protecting the 
kingdom, protecting Good, in this cold, watery grave... alone... always 
alone. He knew that I would trade my magic for love if only someone gave 
me the chance. And he was offering me that chance. A chance Arthur never 
gave me. For a single kiss, the boy promised I could be free of this life... I 
could go with him to Camelot. I could have love. I could have someone to 
call my own, just like you. .. .” She glanced away from Agatha, hunching 
deeper. “I didn’t know that giving up my powers would mean this. That I’d 
end an old crone, more alone than before. I didn’t know his promise meant 
nothing.” Her eyes sealed over. “But that is his right, of course. He is the 
king. And I serve the king.” 

“Except the king isnt the boy you kissed! Rhian is king! The boy 
they’re calling the Lion,” Agatha insisted. “That wasn’t the boy who came 
here! The boy you kissed was the Snake. He kissed you to strip your magic 
and rob Good of your power. He kissed you to help the Lion become king. 
Don’t you see? He tricked you! And now I need to know who that Snake is. 
Because if you can be tricked, so can Excalibur! And if Excalibur was 
tricked, then that’s how an Evil villain ended up on Tedros’ throne—” 

The Lady of the Lake lurched towards Agatha, her decayed face just 
beneath the surface. “No one tricked me. The boy I kissed had Arthur’s 
blood. The boy I kissed was the king. So if it was the ‘Snake’ I kissed, as 
you call him, then it is the Snake who rightly pulled Excalibur from the 
stone and now sits on the throne.” 

“But the Snake didn’t pull Excalibur! That’s what I’m trying to tell 
you!” Agatha hounded. “Rhian did! And I saw the Snake there! They’re 


working together to con the people of the Woods. That’s how they duped 
you and the sword—” 

The Lady tore through the water. “I smelled his blood. I smelled a 
king,” her voice resounded like thunder. “And even if I can be ‘duped,’ as 
you so boldly claim, Excalibur cannot. No one can outwit Good’s most 
powerful weapon. Whoever pulled Excalibur from the stone is Arthur’s 
blood heir. It was the same boy I protected. He is the rightful king . . . not 
the one you and Merlin defend.” 

She began to sink into the water. 

“You can’t go,” Agatha gasped. “You can’t let them die.” 

The Lady of the Lake paused, her skull shining underwater like a pearl. 
This time, when she looked up, the ice in her eyes had thawed. All Agatha 
Saw was Sadness. 

“Whatever trouble Merlin and your friends have gotten into is their own 
doing. Their fates are in the hands of the Storian now,” the Lady said softly. 
“I buried that boy Chaddick as you asked. I helped Merlin like he wanted. I 
have nothing left. So please . . . just go. I can’t help you.” 

“Yes, you can,” Agatha pleaded. “You’re the only one who’s seen the 
Snake’s face. You’re the only one who knows who he is. If you show me 
what the Snake looks like, I can find out where he and Rhian come from. I 
can prove to the people that they’re liars! I can prove that Tedros belongs on 
the throne—” 

“What’s done is done,” said the Lady of the Lake. “My loyalty is to the 
king.” 

She sank deeper— 

“Would the true king hurt Merlin?” Agatha cried out. “Would Arthur’s 
heir break his promise to you and leave you like this? You say Excalibur 
makes no mistakes, but you made Excalibur and you made a mistake. You 
know you did. Look at you! Please. Listen to me. Truth has become Lies 
and Lies the Truth. Good and Evil have become one and the same. A Lion 
and a Snake worked together to steal the crown. Even your sword can’t tell 
what makes a king anymore. Somewhere inside you, you know I speak the 
Truth. The real Truth. All I’m asking for is the Snake’s face. Tell me what 
the boy you kissed looks like. Give me the answer to my question and Pll 
never return. The same deal you made with Merlin. And I swear to you: this 
deal will be kept.” 


The Lady of the Lake locked eyes with Agatha. Deep in the water, the 
nymph treaded silently, tattered robes splayed like a dead jellyfish. Then 
she faded down into its depths and disappeared. 

“No,” Agatha whispered. 

She dropped to her knees in the snow and put her face in her hands. She 
had no wizard, no Deans, no prince, no friends to rely on. She had nowhere 
to go. No one to turn to. And now Good’s last hope had deserted her. 

She thought of her prince lashed in chains. . . . She thought of Rhian 
clutching Sophie, his bride and prisoner. . . . She thought of the Snake, 
leering at her in the castle, like this was only the beginning... . 

A burble came from the lake. 

She peeked through her fingers to see a scroll of parchment floating 
towards her. 

Heart throttling, Agatha snatched the scroll and pulled it open. 

The Lady had given her an answer. 

“But... but this is impossible . . . ,” she blurted, looking back at the 
lake. 

The silence only thickened. 

She blinked back at the wet scroll: a bold, inked painting of a beautiful 
boy. 

A boy Agatha knew. 

She shook her head, baffled. 

Because Agatha had asked the Lady of the Lake to draw the Snake’s 
face. The Snake who’d kissed the Lady and left her to rot. The Snake who’d 
killed Agatha’s friends and hidden behind a mask. The Snake who’d joined 
forces with Rhian and made him king. 

Only the Lady of the Lake hadn’t drawn the Snake’s face at all. 

She’d drawn Rhian’s. 
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THE COVEN 


Lionsmane 


Hester, Anadil, and Dot sat shell-shocked in a stinking cell, flanked by 
fellow quest team members Beatrix, Reena, Hort, Willam, Bogden, Nicola, 
and Kiko. Just minutes ago, they’d been on the castle balcony for a Woods- 
wide celebration. Together with Tedros and Agatha, they’d presented the 
Snake’s dead body to the people and basked in Camelot’s victory over a 
vicious enemy. 
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Now they were in Camelot’s prison, condemned as enemies themselves. 

Hester waited for someone to say something . . . for someone to take the 
lead. ... 

But that’s what Agatha usually did. And Agatha wasn't here. 

Through the cell wall, she could hear the muffled sounds of the ongoing 
ceremony, turned into King Rhian’s coronation— 


“From this day forward, you are rid of a king who closed his doors to 
you when you needed him,” Rhian declared. “A king who cowered while a 
Snake ravaged your kingdoms. A king who failed his father’s test. From this 
day forward, you have a real king. King Arthur’s true heir. We may be 
divided into Good and Evil, but we are one Woods. The fake king is 
punished. The forgotten people arent forgotten anymore. The Lion is 
listening to you now!” 

“LION! LION! LION!” the chants echoed. 

Hester felt her demon tattoo steam red on her neck. Next to her, Anadil 
and Dot tugged at the pastel dresses they’d been made to wear for the 
ceremony, along with their prissy, primped curls. Nicola tore off a strip of 
her dress to re-bandage a wound on Hort’s shoulder that he’d gotten in 
battle against the Snake, while Hort kicked uselessly at the cell door. 
Beatrix and Reena were trying to light their fingerglows to no avail, and 
Anadil’s three black rats kept poking heads out of her pocket, waiting for 
orders, before Anadil shoved them back down. In the corner, red-haired 
Willam and runty Bogden anxiously studied tarot cards, with Hester picking 
up their whispers: “bad gifts” . . . “warned him” . . . “should have 
listened”... 

No one else spoke for a long while. 

“Things could be worse,” said Hester finally. 

“How could it be worse?” Hort shrieked. “The boy we thought was our 
savior and new best friend turned out to be the most Evil scum on the 
planet.” 

“We should have known. Anyone who likes Sophie is bound to be 
horrible,” Kiko wisped. 

“I’m not one to defend Sophie, but it isn’t her fault,” said Dot, failing to 
turn the ribbon in her hair to chocolate. “Rhian tricked her like he tricked all 
of us.” 

“Who says he tricked her?” said Reena. “Maybe she knew his plan all 
along. Maybe that’s why she accepted his ring.” 

“To steal Agatha’s place as queen? Even Sophie isn’t that Evil,” said 
Anadil. 

“We just stood there instead of fighting back,” said Nicola, despondent. 
“We should have done something—” 

“Tt happened too fast!” said Hort. “One second the guards are parading 
the Snake’s dead body and the next they’re grabbing Tedros and slamming 


Merlin over the head.” 

“Did anyone see where they took them?” Dot asked. 

“Or Guinevere?” said Reena. 

“What about Agatha?” asked Bogden. “Last I saw, she was running 
through the crowd—” 

“Maybe she escaped!” said Kiko. 

“Or maybe she was beaten to death by that mob out there,” said Anadil. 

“Rather take her odds than be stuck in here,” said Willam. “I’ve lived at 
Camelot most of my life. These dungeons are immune to magic spells. No 
one’s ever gotten out.” 

“We don’t have any friends left to get us out,” said Hort. 

“And given that we serve no use to Rhian anymore, he’ll probably cut 
off our heads by dinnertime,” Beatrix scorned, turning to Hester. “So tell 
me, wise witch, how can things possibly be any worse?” 

“We could have Tedros in our cell too,” Hester replied. “That would be 
worse.” 

Anadil and Dot cracked up. 

“Hester,” a voice said. 

They turned to see Professor Clarissa Dovey thrust her head through the 
bars of the next cell, her face clammy and pale. 

“Tedros and Merlin might both be dead. The true King of Camelot and 
Good’s greatest wizard,” the Dean of Good rasped. “And instead of 
thinking about a plan to help them, you’re making jokes?” 

“Difference between Good and Evil. Evil knows how to look at the 
bright side,” Anadil murmured. 

“Not to be rude, Professor, but shouldn’t you be the one thinking of a 
plan?” said Dot. “You’re a Dean and we’re technically still students.” 

“Hasn’t been acting like a Dean,” Hester groused. “Been in that cell the 
last ten minutes and didn’t say a word.” 

“Because I’ve been trying to think of—” Dovey started, but Hester cut 
her off. 

“I know fairy godmothers are used to waving away problems with pixie 
dust and magic wands, but magic isn’t getting us out of this.” Hester could 
feel her demon searing hotter, her frustration turned on the Dean. “After 
teaching at a school where Good always wins, maybe you’re in denial that 
Evil actually won. Evil that’s made itself look Good, which is cheating in 
my book. But win it did. And if you don’t wake up and face the fact that 


we’re fighting someone who doesn’t play by your rules, then nothing you 
‘think’ of is ever going to beat him.” 

“Especially without your broken crystal ball,” Anadil seconded. 

“Or broken wand,” thirded Dot. 

“Do you even have your Quest Map?” Hort asked Dovey. 

“Probably broke that too,” Anadil snorted. 

“How dare you talk to her like that!” Beatrix blazed. “Professor Dovey 
has dedicated her life to her students. That’s why she’s in a cell to begin 
with. You know full well she’s been ill—gravely ill—and that Merlin 
ordered her to stay at school when the Snake attacked Camelot. But still she 
came to protect us. All of us, Good and Evil. She’s served the school for” — 
Beatrix glanced at Dovey’s silver hair and deep wrinkles—“who knows 
how long, and you speak to her like she owes you something? Would you 
speak to Lady Lesso that way? Lady Lesso, who died to protect Professor 
Dovey? She would have expected you to trust her best friend. And to help 
her. So if you respected Evil’s Dean, then you better respect Good’s Dean 
too.” 

Quiet stretched over the cell. 

“Come a long way from that Tedros-loving twit our first year,” Dot 
whispered to Anadil. 

“Shut up,” Hester mumbled. 

Professor Dovey, on the other hand, came alive at the mention of Lady 
Lesso’s name. Tightening her bun, she pushed through her cell bars to get 
closer to her students. “Hester, it’s natural to lash out when you feel 
helpless. All of us feel helpless right now. But listen to me. No matter how 
dark things seem, Rhian isn’t Rafal. He’s shown no evidence of sorcery, nor 
is he protected by an immortal spell like Rafal was. Rhian has only gotten 
this far because of lies. He lied to us about where he comes from. He lied to 
us about who he is. And I have no doubt he’s lying about his claim to the 
crown.” 

“Yet he managed to pull Excalibur from the stone,” Hester argued. “So 
either he’s telling the truth about being King Arthur’s son... or he’s a 
sorcerer after all.” 

Professor Dovey resisted this. “Even with him pulling the sword, my 
instinct tells me he’s neither Arthur’s son nor the true king. I haven’t proof, 
of course, but I believe there’s a reason Rhian’s file never crossed my desk 
or Lady Lesso’s as a prospective student, when every child, Good or Evil, 


has a file at school. He claims he went to the Foxwood School for Boys, but 
that could be a lie, like all his other lies. And lies will only take him so far 
without skills, discipline, and training, all of which my students possess in 
spades. If we stick to a plan, we can stay one step ahead of him. So listen 
carefully. First off, Anadil, your rats will be our spies. Send one to find 
Merlin, the second to find Tedros, and the third to find Agatha wherever she 
may be—” 

Anadil’s rats sprang out of her pockets, elated to finally be useful, but 
Anadil squashed them down again. “Don’t you think I thought of that 
already? You heard Willam. The dungeon is impenetrable. There’s no way 
for them to— Ow!” 

One of the rats had bitten her, and now all three were scampering 
through her fingers, sniffing and searching the cell walls, before they 
squeezed through three different cracks and disappeared. 

“Rats always find a way. That’s what makes them rats,” said Professor 
Dovey, craning to see a crack in a wall that one of the rodents had squeezed 
into and spotting a golden gleam coming through. “Nicola, what do you see 
in that hole?” 

Nicola pressed against the wall and put her eye to the crack. The first 
year probed at the hole with her thumbnail, feeling the mildewed stone 
crumble. Clearly the dungeons, like the rest of the run-down castle, hadn’t 
been fortified or maintained. With the tip of her hair clip, Nicola pulled 
away more dirt and stone, which widened the hole a smidge bigger, more 
light spearing through. 

“I see... sunlight... and the slope of a hill... .” 

“Sunlight?” Hort scoffed. “Nic, I know they do things differently in 
Reader World, but in our world, dungeons are below ground.” 

“Is that one of the perks of having a boyfriend? Having him explain 
things to me I already know?” said Nicola acidly, squinting through the 
hole. “Dungeons might be below ground, but we’re right up against the side 
of the hill. It’s the only explanation for why I can see the castle.” She 
scraped away more dirt with her clip. “I see people too. Lots of people 
packed uphill. They’re looking up at the Blue Tower. Must be watching 
Rhian...” 

The king’s voice echoed louder through the hole. 

“For as long as you’ve lived, you’ve served a pen. No one knows who 
controls this pen or what it wants and yet you worship it, praying it will 


write about you. But it never does. Thousands of years, it’s ruled these 
Woods. What do you have to show for it? Each new story, it chooses 
someone else for glory. The educated. The children of that school. And 
leaves scraps for you, the hardworking, the invisible. You, the real stories of 
the Endless Woods.” 

The crew could hear the people buzzing. 

“Never talked that much when he was with us,” Dot mused. 

“Give a boy a stage,” Anadil quipped. 

“Nicola, can you see the balcony where Rhian is?” Dovey asked. 

Nicola shook her head. 

Professor Dovey turned to Hester. “Have your demon chip at that hole. 
We need a view of the stage.” 

Hester frowned. “Maybe you can turn pumpkins into carriages, 
Professor, but if you think my demon can get us out by boring a tunnel 
through a wall—” 

“T didn’t say ‘get us out.’ I said ‘chip at that hole.’ But if you prefer to 
doubt me while we lose our chance at rescue, then by all means,” Professor 
Dovey snapped. 

Hester cursed under her breath as her demon tattoo swelled red on her 
neck, lifted clean off her skin, and flew towards the hole, jabbing its claws 
like pickaxes and garbling grunty gibberish: 
“Babayagababayagababayaga!” 

“Careful,” Hester mothered, “your claw is still wounded from 
Nottingham—” 

She froze, catching a black blur of movement through the hole. Her 
demon spotted it too and recoiled in fear... . but it was already gone. 

“What is it?” said Anadil. 

Hester bent forward, inspecting the hole in the stone. “Looked like . . .” 

But it couldn't have been, she thought. 

The Snake’s dead. Rhian killed him. We saw his body— 

“Wait a second. Did you say ‘rescue’?” Dot said, twirling to Dovey. 
“First of all, you heard Willam: there’s no way out of this prison. Second, 
even if there was and we summoned the League of Thirteen or anyone else, 
what would they do . . . storm Camelot? Rhian has guards. He has the 
whole Woods behind him. Who on the outside could possibly rescue us?” 

“I never said it’d be someone on the outside,” said Professor Dovey 
intently. 


The whole crew looked at her. 

“Sophie,” said Hort. 

“Rhian needs Sophie,” Good’s Dean explained. “Every King of Camelot 
needs a queen to consolidate his power, especially a king like Rhian who is 
so new to the people. Meanwhile, the Queen of Camelot is as vaunted a 
position as her counterpart. It’s why Rhian took careful steps to ensure 
Sophie—a legend and beloved face across the Woods— would be his queen. 
As the people see it, the best of Good is marrying the best of Evil, which 
raises Rhian above the politics of Evers and Nevers and makes him a 
convincing leader to both. Plus, having Sophie as queen will calm any 
doubts about having a mysterious stranger as king. So now that that king 
has his ring on Sophie’s finger, he will do everything he can to keep her 
loyalty . . . but in the end, she’s still on our side.” 

“Not necessarily,” said Reena. “The last time Sophie wore a boy’s ring, 
it was Rafal’s, and she sided with him against the whole school and nearly 
killed us all. And now you want us to trust the same girl?” 

“This isnt the same girl,” Professor Dovey challenged. “That's why 
Rhian handpicked her to be his queen. Because Sophie is the only person in 
the Woods who both Good and Evil claim as their own—at once the slayer 
of an Evil School Master and now Evil’s new Dean. But we know where 
Sophie’s true loyalties lie. None of you can argue that everything she’s done 
on this quest has been to protect both her crew and Tedros’ crown. She 
accepted Rhian’s ring because besides being enamored with him, she 
thought he was Tedros’ liege. She took Rhian’s hand because of her love for 
her friends, not in spite of it. No matter what Sophie has to do to stay alive, 
we cannot doubt that love. Not when our own lives depend on her.” 

Beatrix frowned. “I still don’t trust her.” 

“Me either,” said Kiko. 

“Join the club,” said Anadil. 

Professor Dovey ignored them. “Now for the rest of the plan. We’ll wait 
for Anadil’s rats to return with news of the others. Then, when the time 
comes, we’ll send Sophie a message through that hole and establish a chain 
of communication. From there, we can plot our rescue,” she said, checking 
on the quarter-sized breach that Hester’s demon had managed to bash out of 
the wet, cracked stone. Rhian’s speech amplified louder through it— 

“And let’s not forget my future queen!” he proclaimed. 

The people sang back: “Sophie! Sophie! Sophie!” 


“Can you see the stage yet, Nicola?” Professor Dovey pressured. 

Nicola leaned forward, eye to the hole: “Almost. But it’s so far uphill 
and we’re on the wrong side of it.” 

Dovey turned to Hester. “Keep your demon digging. We need a view of 
that stage, no matter how remote.” 

“Why? You heard the girl,” Hester pestered, wincing vicariously as her 
demon punched at the hole with its injured claw. “What good is a pea-sized 
rear view—” 

“One of Rhian’s pirate guards will likely check on us soon,” Dovey 
continued. “Hort, given your father was a pirate, I’m assuming you might 
know these boys?” 

“No one Pd call a friend,” Hort punted, picking at his sock. 

“Well, try to befriend them,” Dovey urged. 

“I'm not befriending a bunch of thugs,” Hort shot back. “They’re 
mercenaries. They’re not real pirates.” 

“And are you a real Professor of History? If you were, you’d know that 
even mercenary pirates joined the Pirate Parley in helping King Arthur fight 
the Green Knight,” Dovey rebutted. “Talk to these boys. Get as much 
information as you can.” 

Hort hesitated. “What kind of information?” 

“Any information,” the Dean pressed. “How they met Rhian or where 
Rhian really comes from or—” 

Metal creaked and slammed in the distance. 

The iron door. 

Someone had entered the dungeons. 

Bootsteps pounded on stone— 

Two pirates in Camelot’s armor dragged a boy’s limp body past the cell, 
each gripping one of his outstretched arms. The boy resisted weakly, his eye 
blackened shut, his suit and shirt shredded, his bloodied body drained by 
whatever tortures they’d inflicted on him since they’d lashed him in chains 
onstage. 

“Tedros?” Kiko croaked. 

The prince raised his head, and seeing his friends, he swung towards 
them, gaping at the crew with his one open eye— 

“Where’s Agatha!” he gasped. “Where’s my mother!” 

The guards kicked his legs out from under him and yanked him down 
the corridor into pitch-dark shadows before dumping him into the cell at the 


very end. 

But from Hester’s vantage point, it seemed that the cell at hall’s end had 
already been occupied, for as they flung Tedros into his cage, they let a 
prisoner out of it—three prisoners to be precise— who now slinked down 
the hall, unchained and free. 

As these released captives moved out of the shadows, Hester, Anadil, 
and Dot pressed against the bars and came face-to-face with another coven 
of three. These haggard triplets glided past them in gray tunics with salt- 
and-pepper hair to their waists, rawboned limbs, and leathery, coppery skin; 
their necks and identical faces were long with high, simian foreheads; thin, 
ashy lips; and almond-shaped eyes. They smirked at Professor Dovey 
before they followed the pirates out of the dungeons, the door slamming 
shut behind them. 

“Who were those women?” Hester asked, swiveling to Dovey. 

“The Mistral Sisters,” said the Dean, grimly. “King Arthur’s advisors 
who ran Camelot into the ground. Arthur appointed the Mistrals when 
Guinevere deserted him. After Arthur died, they had free rein over Camelot 
until Tedros came of age and put them in jail. Whatever reason Rhian has 
for freeing them, it can’t be good news.” She called down the hall. “Tedros, 
can you hear me!” 

The echoes of Rhian’s speech drowned out whatever response came 
back, if one came back at all. 

“He’s hurt,” Dovey told the quest team. “We can’t just leave him there. 
We need to help him!” 

“How?” said Beatrix anxiously. “Anadil’s rats are gone and we’re 
trapped here. His cell is way at the other end of the—” 

But now they heard the door to the dungeons open once more. 

Soft footsteps padded down the staircase. A shadow elongated on the 
wall, then across their cell bars. 

Into the rusty torchlight came a green-masked figure. His skintight suit 
of black eels hung in slashed ribbons, exposing his young, pale torso 
spattered with blood. 

The entire crew flattened against the walls. So did Professor Dovey. 

“But y-y-you’re .. . dead!” Hort cried. 

“We saw your body!” said Dot. 

“Rhian killed you!” said Kiko. 

The Snake’s ice-blue eyes glared through his mask. 


From behind his back, he produced one of Anadil’s rats, the rodent 
writhing in his grip. 

The Snake raised a finger and the scaly black scim covering his 
fingertip turned knife-sharp. The rat let out a terrible squeak— 

“No!” Anadil screamed. 

The Snake stabbed the rat in the heart and dropped it to the floor. 

“My guards are searching for the two you sent to find Merlin and 
Agatha,” he said in a crisp, deep voice as he walked away. “Next one I find, 
I’ ll kill one of you too.” 

He didn’t look back. The iron door thudded behind him. 

Anadil scrambled forward, reaching through the cell bars and scraping 
her rat into her hands... . but it was too late. 

She sobbed, clutching it against her chest as she curled into a corner. 

Hort, Nicola, and Dot tried to comfort her, but she was crying so hard 
she started to shiver. 

Only when Hester touched her did Anadil’s wails slowly soften. 

“She was so scared,” Anadil sniffled, shearing off a patch of her dress 
and wrapping her rat’s body in it. “She looked right at me, knowing she was 
going to die.” 

“She was a faithful henchman to the end,” Hester soothed. 

Anadil buried her head in her friend’s shoulder. 

“How did the Snake know the other rats were searching for Merlin and 
Agatha?” Hort blurted as if there was no more time to mourn. 

“Forget that,” said Nicola. “How is the Snake alive?” 

Hester’s stomach plunged. 

“That thing I saw through the hole... I didn’t think it could be... ,” 
she said, watching her demon still hammering at the stone crack, undeterred 
by the Snake. She turned to the group. “It was a scim.” 

“So he was listening the whole time?” Beatrix said. 

“That means he knows about everything!” said Hort, pointing at the 
hole. “No way can we send a message to Sophie. Scim’s probably still out 
there, listening to us right now!” 

Spooked, they turned to Professor Dovey, who was peering down the 
hall towards the staircase. 

“What is it?” asked Hester. 

“His voice,” said Dovey. “It's the first time I’ve heard it. But it 
sounded . . . familiar.” 


The crew looked at each other blankly. 

Then they tuned in to the king still booming from beyond: “I grew up 
with nothing and now I’m your king. Sophie grew up a Reader and will now 
be your queen. We are just like you—” 

“Actually, he sounded a bit like Rhian,” said Hester. 

“A lot like Rhian,” said Willam and Bogden at once. 

“Exactly like Rhian,” Professor Dovey concluded. 

A crackling noise came from the wall. 

Hester’s demon had wedged loose another pebble-sized stone above the 
hole, opening it up further, before he’d exhausted all strength and collapsed 
back into his master’s neck. 

“I can see the stage now,” said Nicola, putting her eye to the hole. “Just 
barely...” 

“Good, we can mirrorspell it here. I can’t do it from my cell, but Hester 
can,” said Professor Dovey. “Hester, it’s the charm I taught you after Sophie 
moved into the School Master’s tower. The one that let you and me spy on 
her to make sure she wasn’t voodoo hexing me or summoning the ghost of 
Rafal.” 

“Professor, how many times do we have to tell you, magic doesn’t work 
inside the dungeons,” Hester growled. 

“Inside the dungeons,” the Dean repeated. 

Hester’s eyes flared. This was why Dovey was a Dean and she was still 
a student. She should never have doubted her. Quickly, Hester hewed to the 
wall, slipped her fingertip through the tiny hole and into the summer heat. 
She felt her fingerglow activate and sizzle bright red. The first rule of magic 
is that it follows emotion and when it came to her hatred of Rhian, she had 
enough to light up all of Camelot. 

“Should we really be doing this?” Kiko asked. “If the scim’s out there 


„ 


“How about I kill you, so you don’t have to worry,” Hester fired back. 

Kiko pursed her lips. 

She’s right, though, Hester thought sourly. The scim could be outside 
the hole, listening . . . but they had to take the chance. A closer look at the 
stage would let them see Sophie with Rhian. It would let them see whose 
side Sophie was really on. 

Quickly Hester lined up her eye to the hole, so she had a view of the 
stage, which looked like a matchbox from this far away. Even worse, just as 


Nicola said, she couldn’t see the front of the stage—only a view from the 
side, with Rhian and Sophie’s backs to her, high over the crowd. 

Still, it would have to do. 

Hester aimed her fingerglow directly at Rhian and Sophie. With half her 
mind, she focused on the stage angle she wanted to spy on; with the other 
half, she focused on the dank, dirty cell in front of her. .. . 

“Reflecta asimova,” she whispered. 

At once, a two-dimensional projection appeared inside the prison cell, 
floating in the air like a screen. With colors muted, like a faded painting, the 
projection offered them a magnified view of what was happening on the 
Blue Tower balcony in real time. In this view, they could observe Rhian and 
Sophie close up, though only in profile. 

“So a mirrorspell can let you see anything bigger from far away?” Hort 
said, wide-eyed. “Why didn’t anyone show me this spell at school?” 

“Because we all know how you would have used it,” Professor Dovey 
scorched. 

“Why aren’t we watching them from the front?” Beatrix complained, 
studying Rhian and Sophie. “I can’t see their faces—” 

“The spell magnifies the angle I can see through the hole,” said Hester 
testily. “And from here, I can only see the stage from the side.” 

In the projection, Rhian was still speaking to the guests, his tall, lean 
frame and blue-and-gold suit in shadow, while he held Sophie with one 
arm. 

“Why doesn’t she run?” said Nicola. 

“Or shoot him with a spell?” said Willam. 

“Or kick him in the marbles?” said Dot. 

“Told you we couldn’t trust her,” Reena harped. 

“No. That’s not it,” Hester countered. “Look closer.” 

The crew followed her gaze. Though they couldn’t see Rhian’s or 
Sophie’s faces, they honed in on Sophie from behind, shuddering under 


Rhian’s grip in her pink gown ... Rhian’s knuckles turning white as they 
dug into her . . . Excalibur clenched in his other hand, pressed against her 
spine... 


“That dirty creep,” Beatrix realized, turning to Dovey. “You said Rhian 
wants to keep Sophie loyal. How is sticking a sword in her going to do 
that?” 


“Many a man has made his wife loyal at the point of a sword,” the Dean 
said gravely. 

Dot sighed. “Sophie really does have the worst taste in boys.” 

Indeed, only twenty minutes before, Sophie had leapt into Rhian’s arms 
and kissed him, believing she was engaged to Tedros’ new knight. Now that 
knight was Tedros’ enemy and threatening to kill Sophie unless she played 
along with his charade. 

But that wasn’t all they could see from this vantage point. 

There was someone else on the stage watching the coronation too. 

Someone concealed inside the balcony, out of view of the crowd. 

The Snake. 

He stood there in his ripped, bloody suit of scims, watching the king 
speak. 

“First, we need our princess to become a queen,” Rhian proclaimed to 
the people, his voice amplified in the cell by the projection. “And as the 
future queen, it is Sophie’s honor to plan the wedding. Not some pretentious 
royal spectacle of the past. But a wedding that brings us closer to you. A 
wedding for the people!” 

“Sophie! Sophie! Sophie!” the crowd brayed. 

Sophie squirmed in his grip, but Rhian shoved the sword harder against 
her. 

“Sophie has a full week of parties and feasts and parades in store,” he 
continued. “Followed by the wedding and crowning of your new queen!” 

“Queen Sophie! Queen Sophie!” the masses anointed her. 

Sophie’s posture straightened, listening to the adoring crowd. 

In a flash, she yanked away from Rhian, daring him to do something to 
her. 

Rhian froze, still gripping her hard. Though his face was in shadow, 
Hester could see him watching Sophie. 

Silence fell over the crowd. They sensed the tension. 

Slowly, King Rhian looked back at the people. “It seems our Sophie has 
a request,” he said, even and serene. “A request she’s been pressing upon 
me day and night and that I’ve been hesitant to grant, because I hoped the 
wedding would be our moment. But if there’s one thing I know about being 
king: what my queen wants, my queen must get.” 

Rhian looked at his bride-to-be, a cold smile on his face. 


“So the night of the wedding ceremony, at Princess Sophie’s 
insistence ... we will begin with the execution of the impostor king.” 

Sophie lurched back in shock, nearly slicing herself on Excalibur’s 
blade. 

“Which means a week from today . . . Tedros dies,” Rhian finished, 
glaring straight at her. 

Shrieks rang out from Camelot’s people, who rushed forward in defense 
of Arthur’s son, but they were stymied by citizens from dozens of other 
kingdoms, kingdoms once ignored by Tedros and now firmly behind the 
new king. 

“TRAITOR!” one Camelot man screamed at Sophie. 

“TEDROS TRUSTED YOU!” a Camelot woman shouted. 

“YOU’RE A WITCH!” her child yelled at Sophie. 

Sophie stared at them, speechless. 

“Go now, my love,” Rhian cooed, giving her a kiss on the cheek before 
guiding her into the hands of his armored guards. “You have a wedding to 
plan. And our people expect nothing less than perfection.” 

The last Hester saw of Sophie was her terrified face, locking eyes with 
her future husband, before the pirates pulled her into the castle. 

As the crowd chanted Sophie’s name and Rhian presided calmly at the 
balcony, everyone inside the dungeon cell was stunned silent. 

“Was he telling the truth?” a voice echoed down the hall. 

Tedros’ voice. 

“About Sophie wanting me dead?” the prince called out. “Was that the 
truth?” 

No one answered him, because something else was happening onstage 
that the crew could see in the projection. 

The Snake’s body was changing. 

Or rather... his clothes were. 

Magically, the remaining scims rearranged into a slim-fitted suit, which 
turned gold-and-blue all at once: a perfect inverse of the suit that Rhian was 
wearing. 

As soon as the Snake had conjured his new clothing, Rhian seemed to 
sense it, for the king glanced back at the masked boy, acknowledging his 
presence for the first time. The quest team now saw Rhian’s tan, sharp- 
jawed face in full view, his hair glinting like a bronze helmet, his sea-green 
eyes running briefly over the Snake, who was still out of sight of the 


people. Rhian showed no surprise that his once mortal nemesis was alive or 
had magically changed his clothes or was wearing a suit that resembled his 
own. 

Instead, Rhian offered the Snake the slightest hint of a smile. 

The king turned back to the crowd. “The Storian never helps you. The 
real people. It helps the elite. It helps those who go to that school. How can 
it be the voice of the Woods, then? When it divides Good from Evil, rich 
from poor, educated from ordinary? That’s what’s made our Woods 
vulnerable to attack. That’s what let a Snake slither into your kingdoms. 
That’s what nearly killed you all. The pen. The rot starts with that pen.” 

The people murmured assent. 

Rhian’s eyes roamed the crowd. “You there, Ananya of Netherwood, 
daughter of Sisika of Netherwood.” He pointed down at a thin, unkempt 
woman, stunned that the king knew her name. “For thirty years, you’ve 
slaved at your kingdom’s stables, waking before dawn to groom horses for 
Netherwood’s witch-queen. Horses you’ve loved and raised to ride in battle. 
Yet no pen tells your story. No one knows about what you’ve sacrificed, 
who you’ve loved, or what lessons you might offer—lessons more worthy 
than any puffed-up princess the Storian might choose.” 

Ananya blushed red as those around her gave her admiring looks. 

“And you there, what about you?” said Rhian, pointing at a muscular 
man, flanked by three teenage boys with shaved heads. “Dimitrov of 
Maidenvale, whose three sons applied to the School for Good and were 
each denied, and yet all now serve as footmen for the young princes of 
Maidenvale. Day after day, you work to the bone, even though deep in your 
hearts you know these princes are no better than you. Even though you 
know that you deserved an equal chance at glory. Must you too die without 
your stories told? Must all of you die so ignored and forgotten?” 

Dimitrov’s eyes welled with tears while his sons put their arms around 
their father. 

Hester could hear the murmurs building in the crowd, awed that 
someone with such great power was honoring people like them. That he 
was even seeing them at all. 

“But what if there was a pen that told your stories?” Rhian offered. “A 
pen that wasn’t controlled by mysterious magic, but by a man you trust. A 
pen that lived in plain sight instead of locked behind school gates. A pen 
made for a Lion.” 


He leaned forward. “The Storian doesn’t care about you. I do. The 
Storian didn’t save you from the Snake. I did. The Storian won’t answer to 
the people. I will. Because I want to glorify all of you. And so will my pen.” 

“Yes! Yes!” cried the people. 

“My pen will give voice to the voiceless. My pen will tell the truth. Your 
truth,” the king announced. 

“Please! Please!” 

“The reign of the Storian is over!” Rhian bellowed. “A new pen rises. A 
new era begins!” 

On cue, Hester and the crew watched as a sliver of the Snake’s gold suit 
peeled off and floated over the balcony wall, out of view of the crowd. The 
golden strip reverted to a scaly black scim as it drifted higher into the air, 
still unseen. Then it descended over the mob and into sunlight towards King 
Rhian, magically morphing into a long, gold pen, knife-sharp at both ends. 

The people gazed at it, enthralled. 

“At last. A Pen for the People,” Rhian called out, as the pen hovered 
over his outstretched hand. “Behold . . . Lionsmane!” 

The masses exploded in their most passionate cheers yet. “Lionsmane! 
Lionsmane!” 

Rhian pointed his finger and the pen soared into the sky over Camelot’s 
castle and wrote in gold against the pure blue canvas like it was a blank 
page— 


THE SNAKE IS DEAD. 
A LION HAS RISEN. 
THE ONE TRUE KING. 


Dazzled, all citizens of the Woods, Good and Evil, kneeled before King 
Rhian. Dissenters from Camelot were forced to a knee by those around 
them. 

The king raised his arms. “No more ‘once upon a time.’ The time is 
now. I want to hear your stories. And my men and I will seek them out, so 
that each day, my pen can write the real news of the Woods. Not tales of 
arrogant princes and witches fighting for power . . . but stories that spotlight 
you. Follow my pen and the Storian will no longer have a place in our 
world. Follow my pen and all of you will have a chance at glory!” 


The whole of the Woods roared as Lionsmane ascended into the sky 
over Camelot, sparkling like a beacon. 

“But Lionsmane alone is not enough to overcome the Storian and its 
legacy of lies,” Rhian continued. “The Lion in the tale of The Lion and the 
Snake had an Eagle by his side to ensure that no Snake could ever find its 
way into his realm again. A Lion needs an Eagle to succeed: a liege to the 
king who can serve as his closest advisor. And today, I bring you this liege 
who will help me fight for a greater Woods. Someone you can trust as much 
as you trust me.” 

The crowd hushed in expectation. 

From inside the balcony, the Snake started to move towards the stage, 
his green mask still in place, his back to Hester and the crew. 

But just before he moved past an obscuring wall and into the view of 
the mob, the scims that made up the Snake’s mask dispersed into the air, 
flying out of sight. 

“I present to you... my Eagle... and the liege to your king... ,' 
Rhian proclaimed. “Sir Japeth!” 

Into the light walked the Snake, revealing his face to the throng, the 
gold of his suit kindling to shimmers in the sun. 

Gasps came from the crowd. 

“In that old, obsolete school, two just like us ruled over a pen. Two of 
the same blood who were at war with each other, Good and Evil,” the king 
heralded, holding Japeth close beneath Lionsmane. “Now two of the same 
blood rule over a new pen. Not for Good. Not for Evil. But for the people.” 

The crowd erupted, singing the new liege’s name: “Japeth! Japeth! 
Japeth!” 

That’s when the Snake turned and looked right into Hester’s projection, 
revealing his face to the imprisoned crew, as if he knew they were watching 
him. 

Taking in the Snake’s beautiful, high-boned face for the first time, 
Hester’s whole body went slack. 

“What was that about staying one step ahead?” she breathed to 
Professor Dovey. 

Good’s Dean said nothing as Sir Japeth grinned back at all of them. 

Then he turned and waved to the people alongside his identical twin 
brother, King Rhian... 

The Lion and the Snake now lording over the Woods as one. 
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3. 
SOPHIE 
Bonds of Blood 


While the guards held her offstage, Sophie saw all of it. 

The Snake becoming the Lion’s liege. 

Rhian’s brother unmasked. 

Lionsmane declaring war on the Storian. 

The people of the Woods cheering on two frauds. 

But Sophie’s mind wasn’t on King Rhian or his snake-eyed twin. Her 
mind was on someone else... . the only person who mattered to her right 
now... 
Agatha. 





Even with Tedros set to die, at least she knew where he was. In the 
dungeons. Still alive. And as long as he was alive, there was hope. 

But the last she’d seen of Agatha was her best friend being hunted by 
guards through the crowd. 

Did she escape? 

Was she even alive? 


Tears sprung to Sophie’s eyes as she looked down at the diamond on her 
finger. 

Once upon a time, she’d worn another ring .. . the ring of an Evil man 
who’d isolated her from her only real friend, just as she was now. 

But that was different. 

Back then, Sophie had wanted to be Evil. 

Back then, Sophie had been a witch. 

Marrying Rhian was supposed to be her redemption. 

Marrying Rhian was supposed to be true love. 

She’d thought he’d understood her. When she looked into his eyes, 
she’d seen someone pure, honest, and Good. Someone who acknowledged 
the shades of Evil in her heart and loved her for them like Agatha did. 

He was gorgeous too, of course, but it wasn’t his looks that made her 
take his ring. It was the way he looked at her. The same way Tedros looked 
at Agatha. As if he could only be complete by having her love. 

Two by two and four best friends. It was the perfect ending. Teddy with 
Aggie, Sophie with Rhian. 

But Agatha had warned her: “If there's one thing I know, Sophie . . . it’s 
that you and I dont get to have perfect endings.” 

She’d been right, of course. Agatha was the only person Sophie ever 
truly loved. She’d taken for granted that she and Aggie would be in each 
other’s lives forever. That their ending was safe. 

But they were far away from that ending now .. . with no way back. 

Four guards grabbed Sophie from behind and yanked her into the Blue 
Tower, their bodies reeking of onions and cider and sweat beneath their 
armor, their filthy nails digging into her shoulder before she finally flung 
out both arms and shoved them away. 

“I wear the king’s ring,” Sophie seethed, smoothing her plunging pink 
dress. “So if you would like to retain your heads, I suggest you take your 
stultifying stench to the nearest baths and keep your grubby paws off me.” 

One of the guards doffed his helmet, revealing sunburnt Wesley, the 
teenage pirate who’d tormented her in Jaunt Jolie. “King gave us orders to 
take yer to the Map Room. Don’t trust yer to git there on yer own, case you 
run like that wench Agatha did,” he sneered, flashing a squalid set of teeth. 
“So either we walk yer nicely like we were doin’ or we git you there a little 
less nice.” 


The three other guards removed their helmets and Sophie came face-to- 
face with the pirate Thiago, bloodred carvings around his eyes; a black boy 
with the name “Aran” tattooed in fire on his neck; and a supremely 
muscular girl with shorn dark hair, piercings in her cheeks, and a lecherous 
glare. 

“Your choice, Whiskey Woo,” growled the girl. 

Sophie let them drag her. 

As they goaded her through the Blue Tower rotunda, she saw a cadre of 
fifty workers, repainting columns with fresh Lion crests, refurbishing 
marble floors with Lion insignias in each tile, replacing the broken 
chandelier with one dangling a thousand tiny Lion heads, and switching out 
frayed blue chairs with spruced-up seats, the cushions embroidered with 
golden Lions. All remnants of King Arthur were similarly replaced, every 
tarnished bust and statue of the old king usurped with a buffed one of the 
new. 

Sun sifted through the curtains, setting the circular foyer aglow, the light 
dancing off the new paint and polished gems. Sophie noticed three skeletal 
women with identical faces moving across the room in matching silk 
lavender robes. They handed each worker a satchel that clinked with coins, 
the three sisters gliding as one unit with imperious stiffness, as if they were 
the queens of the castle. The women saw Sophie watching them and gave 
her a simpering smile, bobbing together in a tight curtsy. 

There was something off about them, Sophie thought. Not just their fake 
monkey grins and that bungled bow, like they were freak-show clones... 
but the fact that under those clean pastel robes, they weren’t wearing any 
shoes. As the women continued to pay workers, Sophie peered at their 
grimy, bare feet that looked like they belonged to chimney sweeps, not 
ladies of Camelot. 

No doubt about it. Something was definitely off. 

“I thought Camelot had no money,” Sophie said to the guards. “How are 
we paying for all this?” 

“Beeba, say we cut her brain open, what we gonna find,” Thiago asked 
the girl pirate. 

“Worms,” said Beeba. 

“Rocks,” countered Wesley. 

“Cats,” offered Aran. 

The others looked at him. He didn’t explain. 


Nor did they answer Sophie’s question. But as Sophie passed sitting 
rooms, bedchambers, a library, and solarium, each being renovated with 
Lion crests and carvings and emblems, it became clear that Camelot did 
have money. Lots of it. Where had the gold come from? And who were 
those three sisters acting like they owned the place? And how was this 
happening so soon? Rhian had barely become king and suddenly, the whole 
castle was being remade in his image? It didn’t make any sense. Sophie saw 
more men shuffle by, carrying a giant portrait of Rhian in his crown and 
asking guards for directions to the “Hall of Kings” where they were 
supposed to hang it. One thing was for sure, Sophie thought, watching them 
veer towards the White Tower: all of this had to have been planned by the 
king long before today... . 

Don't call him that. He isn’t the king, she chastised herself. 

But how did he pull Excalibur, then? a second voice asked. 

Sophie had no response. At least not yet. 

Through one window, she saw workers rebuilding the castle’s 
drawbridge. Through another, she glimpsed gardeners reseeding grass and 
pulling in brilliant blue rosebushes, replacing the old dead ones, while over 
in the Gold Tower courtyard, workers painted gold Lions in the basin of 
each reflecting pool. A commotion disturbed the work and Sophie spotted a 
brown-skinned woman in a chef’s uniform ushered out of the castle by 
pirate guards, along with her cooks, as a new young, strapping chef and his 
all-male staff were guided in to replace them. 

“But the Silkima family has been cooking for Camelot for two hundred 
years!” the woman protested. 

“And we thank you for your service,” said a handsome guard with 
narrow eyes who was in a different uniform than the pirates—gilded and 
elaborate, suggesting he was of higher rank. 

He looks familiar, Sophie thought. 

But she couldn’t study the boy’s face any longer because she was being 
pulled into the Map Room now, which smelled clean and light, like a lily 
meadow—which wasn’t what Map Rooms were supposed to smell like, 
since they were airless chambers, usually occupied by teams of unwashed 
knights. 

Sophie looked up to see maps of the Woods’ realms floating in the 
amber lamplight above a large, round table like severed balloons. As she 
peered closer, she saw these weren’t old, brittle maps from King Arthur’s 


reign . . . but the same magical Quest Maps that she and Agatha once 
encountered in the Snake’s lair, featuring tiny figurines of her and her quest 
team, enabling the Snake to track their every move. Now all those figurines 
hovered over Camelot’s tiny, three-dimensional castle, while their real-life 
counterparts festered in the dungeons below. But as she looked closer, 
Sophie noticed there was one labeled crew member on the map who wasn’t 
near the castle at all... one who was breaking away from Camelot, 
slipping towards the kingdom border... 

AGATHA. 

Sophie gasped. 

She’s alive. 

Aggie’s alive. 

And if she was alive, that meant Agatha would do everything she could 
to free Tedros. Which meant Sophie and her best friend could work together 
to save Camelot’s true king: Aggie from the outside, she from the inside. 

But how? Tedros would die in a week. They didn’t have any time. Plus, 
Rhian could track Aggie himself on this Quest Map anytime he wanted— 

Sophie’s eyes flared. Quest Map! She had her own! Her fingers clasped 
the gold vial attached to the chain around her neck, carrying the magical 
map given to each Dean. She tucked the vial deeper under her dress. As 
long as she had her own map, she could trace Agatha without Rhian 
knowing. And if she could trace her, maybe she could also send Agatha a 
message before the king’s men found her. Hope flooded through her, 
drowning out fear— 

But then Sophie noticed the rest of the room. 

Five maids with white lace dresses that covered every inch of their skin 
and wide white bonnets on their heads were fanned around the table, silent 
and still like statues, their heads bowed so she couldn’t see their faces, each 
holding a leather-bound book in her outstretched palms. Sophie moved 
closer, noticing that the books were labeled with the names of her and 
Rhian’s wedding events. 


BLESSING 
PROCESSION 
CIRCUS OF TALENTS 
FEAST OF LIGHTS 
WEDDING 


She stared at a slim maid holding the book marked Procession. The girl 
kept her head down. Sophie flipped through the book while the girl held it, 
the pages filled with sketches of carriage options and animal breeds and 
outfit possibilities that she and Rhian could use for the town parade, where 
the king and new queen would have a chance to meet the people up close. 
Would they ride in a glass carriage pulled by horses? On a gold-and-blue 
flying carpet? Or together atop an elephant? Sophie shifted to the maid with 
the CIRCUS OF TALENTS book and scanned through stage designs and curtain 
choices and decorations for a show where the best talents from the various 
kingdoms would perform for the betrothed couple . . . then she moved to the 
book branded FEAST OF LIGHTS and perused dozens of bouquets and linens 
and candelabras for a midnight dinner... . 

All Sophie had to do was point a finger and pick from these books, 
filled with everything she needed for the wedding of her dreams. A 
wedding bigger than life to a storybook prince. A wedding that had been 
her wish since she was a little girl. 

But instead of joy, Sophie felt sick, thinking of the monster she was 
marrying. 

That’s the problem with wishes. 

They need to be specific. 

“King says yer to work till supper,” Wesley ordered from the door. 

He started to leave, then stopped. 

“Oh. You’ve been asked to wear this at all times,” he said, pointing at a 
white dress hung up on the back of the door, prim, ruffly, and even more 
modest than the maids’. 

“Over my dead body,” Sophie flamed. 

Wesley smiled ominously. “We’ll let the king know.” 

He left with his pirates, closing the door behind them. 

Sophie waited a few seconds, then ran for the door— 

It didn’t budge. 

They’d locked her in. 

No windows either. 

No way to send Agatha a message. 

Sophie turned, realizing the maids were still there, posed like statues in 
their white dresses, faces hidden, as they clutched the wedding books. 

“Do you speak?” Sophie snapped. 

The maids stayed silent. 


She smacked a book out of one of their hands. 

“Say something!” she demanded. 

The maid didn’t. 

Sophie snatched a book from the next maid and threw it against the 
wall, sending pages flying everywhere. 

“Don’t you get it? He’s not Arthur’s son! He’s not the real king! And his 
brother is the Snake! The Snake that attacked kingdoms and killed people! 
Rhian pretended his brother was the enemy so he could look like a hero and 
become king! Now they’re going to kill Tedros! They’re going to kill the 
true king!” 

Only one of the maids flinched. 

“They’re savages! They’re murderers!” Sophie shouted. 

None of them moved. 

Furious, Sophie swiped more of the books and tore pages apart, ripping 
out the bindings. “We have to do something! We have to get out of here!” 
With a cry, she flung leather and parchment across the room, knocking the 
floating maps into walls— 

Then she saw the Snake watching her. 

He stood silently in the threshold of the open door, his gold-and-blue 
suit illuminated in the lamplight. Japeth had his brother Rhian’s copper hair, 
only longer and wilder, as well as Rhian’s sculpted face but paler, a cold 
milky-white, like he’d been sucked of blood. 

“One book’s missing,” he said. 

He tossed it on the table. 


EXECUTION 


Heart sinking, Sophie peeled it open to see an array of axes to choose 
from, followed by options for chopping blocks, each with a sketch of 
Tedros kneeling, his neck stretched over the block. There were even choices 
for baskets to catch his severed head. 

Slowly Sophie looked back up at the Snake. 

“I assume there’ll be no more trouble about the dress,” said Sir Japeth. 

He turned to leave— 

“You animal. You disgusting scum,” Sophie hissed at the Snake’s back. 
“You and your brother use smoke and mirrors to infiltrate Camelot and steal 
the real king’s crown and you think you can get away with it?” Her blood 


boiled, the fury of a witch rekindling. “I don’t know what you did to trick 
the Lady of the Lake or what Rhian did to trick Excalibur, but that’s all it 
was. A trick. You can put my friends in jail. You can threaten me all you 
want. But people can only be fooled for so long. They’ll see who you two 
are in the end. That you’re a soulless, murdering creep and he’s a fraud. A 
fraud whose throat I’Il cut the second he shows his face—” 

“Better get on with it, then,” a voice said as Rhian entered, barechested 
in black breeches, his hair wet. He glared at Japeth. “I told you I’d handle 
her.” 

“And then you went for a bath,” said Japeth, “while she refuses to wear 
Mother’s dress.” 

Sophie lost her breath. Not just because she had a storm of rage ready to 
unleash or because two brothers were dolling her up in their mother’s 
clothes, but because she’d never seen Rhian without his shirt before. Now 
as she looked at him, she saw his chest was just as ghost white as Japeth, 
while Rhian’s arms and face glowed a deep tan—the same tan that farmers 
in Gavaldon had after they wore shirts in the hot summer sun. Rhian saw 
her ogling him, and he gave her a cocked grin, as if he knew what she was 
thinking: even the tan had been part of the ruse to prevent anyone from 
seeing they were brothers, a ruse to make Rhian look like a golden Lion 
battling a cold-hearted Snake . . . when, in fact, the Lion and the Snake 
were perfect twins all along. 

As Sophie stood there, taking in their matching smirks and sea-colored 
stares, she could feel a familiar fear—the same fear she’d felt when she 
kissed Rafal. No, this fear was sharper. She’d known who Rafal was. She’d 
chosen him for the wrong reasons. But she’d learned from her fairy tale. 
She’d fixed her mistakes . . . only to fall in love with an even worse villain. 
And this time, there wasn’t one of him, but two. 

“Wonder what kind of mother could raise cowards like you,” Sophie 
snarled. 

“Talk about my mother and Pll rip out your heart,” the Snake spewed, 
launching for her— 

Rhian held him back. “Last time. PI handle her.” 

He pushed Japeth aside, leaving his brother stewing in the corner. 

Rhian turned to Sophie, his eyes clear as glass. 

“You think we’re the cowards? You were the one who said Tedros was a 
bad king. In fact, during the carriage ride to recruit the armies, you said I 


could do better. That you could do better. And here you are, acting as if you 
stood by your dear “Teddy” all along.” 

Sophie bared her teeth. “You set Tedros up. The Snake was your 
brother. You lied to me, you cockroach—” 

“No,” the king slashed, hardening. “I didn’t lie. I never lied. Every 
single word has been the truth. I saved kingdoms from a ‘Snake,’ didn’t I? I 
pulled Excalibur from its stone. I passed my father’s test and for that, I am 
king, not that fool who failed his test again and again and again. Those are 
the facts. That speech I gave to the army in Camelot Hall: all of that was 
true too. It did take a Snake to bring forth the real Lion of Camelot. You 
loved me when I spoke those words then. You wanted to marry me—” 

“I thought you were talking about Tedros!” Sophie screamed. “I thought 
he was the real Lion!” 

“Another lie. In the carriage ride, I told you that Tedros had failed. That 
he’d lost the war for people’s hearts. That a real Lion would have known 
how to win. You heard me, Sophie, even if you don’t want to admit it. It’s 
why you fell in love with me. And now that everything I said would happen 
has indeed happened, you act as if I’m a villain because it isn’t exactly like 
you imagined. That’s cowardly.” 

“I loved you because you pledged your loyalty to Tedros and Agatha!” 
Sophie fought. “I loved you because I thought you were a hero! Because 
you pretended to love me back!” 

“Again. A lie. I never made such a pledge and I never said I loved you 
nor did you ask if I did,” said the king, moving towards her. “I have my 
brother. I have the bond of blood, which is forever. Love, on the other hand, 
is a figment. Look what it did to my father, to Tedros, to you—it made you 
foggy-eyed fools. So, no, I don’t love you, Sophie. You’re my queen for a 
reason deeper than love. A reason that makes me willing to risk having you 
by my side, despite your sympathy for an impostor king. A reason that will 
bond us more than love.” 

“Bond? You think you and me can have a bond?” Sophie said, recoiling 
from him, knocking into a maid. “You’re a two-faced lunatic. You had your 
brother attack people so you could ride in to save them. You put a sword to 
my spine, you imprisoned my friends—” 

“They’re still alive. Be thankful for that,” said Rhian, cornering her. 
“But right now, you’ve wedded your loyalty to the wrong king and the 


wrong queen. You’re blinded by friendship. Agatha and Tedros are not 
meant to rule the Woods. You and I are, and soon you will understand why.” 

Sophie tried to move, but he took her damp palm in his. “In the 
meantime, if you behave and as long as it’s reasonable ... ,” he said, 
softening, “the maids and cooks will grant any requests you have.” 

“Then I request Tedros be freed,” Sophie spat at him. 

Rhian paused. “I said ‘reasonable.’” 

Sophie ripped her hand away. “If you are Arthur’s son, as you say you 
are, then Tedros is your brother—” 

“Half-brother,” said the king coldly. “And who’s to say that’s true? 
Who’s to say he’s King Arthur’s son at all?” 

Sophie gaped at him. “You can’t just mold the truth to fit your lies!” 

“You think that Tedros shares our blood?” Japeth piped from the corner. 
“That whinging little tart? Unlikely. But maybe if you give Rhian an extra 
kiss tonight, he’ll poison the boy instead of chopping off his head.” He 
smiled at Sophie and flicked his tongue like a serpent. 

“Enough, Japeth,” Rhian groused. 

Sophie could see one of the maids shivering in the corner, head bowed. 
“I told the maids what you’ve done,” Sophie fumed. “They’ lI tell the rest of 
the castle. They’ll tell everyone. That you're no king. And that he’s no 
liege. That your brother’s the Snake. All of them know——” 

“Do they?” the Snake asked, raising a brow at his brother. 

“Doubtful,” said the Lion, turning to Sophie. “These were Agatha’s 
chambermaids, so their loyalty to me was questionable to begin with. 
Instead of letting them loose in the Woods, I gave them the choice between 
a swift death and serving me and my brother. Provided they endured one 
slight modification.” 

Modification? Sophie couldn't see their faces, but the five maids 
appeared healthy. No missing limbs or marks on their skin. 

But then she saw the Snake’s eyes flash . . . that same insidious flash 
she’d witnessed whenever he’d done something especially Evil. .. . 

Sophie looked closer at the maid nearest to her. And then she saw it.... 

A long, thin scim sliding teasingly out of the maid’s ear, eely scales 
glinting in the lamplight, before it wedged right back in. 

Nausea coated Sophie’s throat. 

“Whatever you’ve told them fell upon deaf ears,” said Rhian. “And 
given that Japeth promised to restore them to their original condition only 


once they prove their loyalty to the new king, I’d doubt they’d listen to you 
anyway.” 

He raised his finger towards the maids and the tip glowed bright gold. 
Responding to the signal, the maids quickly exited the room in a single-file 
line. 

The same color as Tedros’ glow, Sophie thought, gazing at Rhian’s 
finger. But how? Only students at the school have fingerglows and he was 
never a student there— 

As the last maid shuffled through the door, head down, the king 
suddenly barred her path. It was the maid Sophie had seen shaking in the 
corner. 

“There was one maid whose ears we left alone, however. One who we 
wanted to hear every word,” said Rhian, hand on the maid’s neck. “One 
who required a different modification . . .” 

He raised the maid’s head. 

Sophie froze. 

It was Guinevere. 

A scim curled around the once-queen’s lips, sealing her mouth shut. 

Guinevere gave Sophie a petrified stare, before Rhian guided her out 
with the others and closed the door. 

Japeth’s gold-and-blue clothes magically sloughed away, returning to 
his shredded suit of black scims, his white chest showing through the holes. 
He stood next to his brother, their muscles rippling beneath the tawny 
lamps. 

“She’s a queen!” Sophie gasped, sick to her stomach. “She’s Tedros’ 
mother!” 

“And she treated our mother poorly,” said Japeth. 

“So poorly it’s only fitting she watches us treat her son poorly too,” said 
Rhian. “Past is Present and Present is Past. The story goes round and round 
again. Didn’t they teach you that lesson in school?” 

Their eyes danced between blue and green. 

Our mother, Sophie thought. 

Who was their mother? 

Agatha had mentioned something . . . something about her former 
steward who they’d buried in Sherwood Forest . . . What was her name? 

Sophie looked at the two boys watching her, with their twin torsos and 
reptile smiles, the new King and Liege of Camelot, and suddenly she didn’t 


care who their mother was. They’d jailed her friends, enslaved a real queen, 
and tricked her into being a false one. They’d forced her best friend to run 
and condemned Sophie to live as a stooge of the enemy. Her, the greatest 
witch in the Woods, who had nearly brought down the School for Good and 
Evil. Twice. And they thought she’d be their puppet? 

“You forget that I’m Evil,” Sophie said to Rhian, her rage replaced by a 
chilly calm. “I know how to kill. And I'll kill both of you without getting a 
spot of blood on my dress. So either you free me and my friends and return 
your crown to the rightful king or you’ll die here with your brother, 
squealing like whatever’s left of his slimy eel—” 

Every last scim tore off Japeth and slammed Sophie against the wall, 
binding her like a fly in a web, her palms over her head, with another scim 
strangling her throat, one gagging her mouth, and two turning lethal sharp, 
poised to gouge out her eyes. 

Wheezing in shock, Sophie saw Japeth leering at her, his scim-less, 
naked form concealed by the table. 

“How about this as a compromise,” said Rhian, posing against the wall 
next to Sophie’s body. “Every time you behave badly, Pl kill one of your 
friends. But if you do as I say and act the perfect queen . . . well, then I 
won’t kill them.” 

“Sounds like a fair deal to me,” said the Snake. 

“And besides, there are things we could do to you too,” Rhian said, his 
lips at Sophie’s ear. “Just ask the old wizard.” 

Sophie muffled into her gag, desperate to know what they’d done to 
Merlin. 

“But I don’t want to hurt you,” the king went on. “I told you. There’s a 
reason you’re my queen. A reason why you belong here. A reason why you 
have this story all wrong. A reason why your blood and ours are so 
inextricably linked. . .” 

Rhian raised his hand to the two sharp scims pointed at Sophie’s pupils 
and took one of the scims into his hand. He twirled it on his fingertip like a 
tiny sword and stared right at his bound princess. 

“Want to know what it is?” 

His eyes sparkled dangerously. 

Sophie screamed— 

He stabbed the scim at her open palm and sliced across the flesh, 
opening up a shallow wound, which dripped small droplets of blood. 


As Sophie watched in horror, the king cupped his hand beneath the 
wound and collected Sophie’s blood like rainwater. 

Then he smiled at her. 

“Because you're the only person...” 

He walked towards his brother. 

“...in all of the Woods...” 

He stopped in front of Japeth. 

“. . . whose blood can do...” 

He smeared Sophie’s blood across his brother’s chest. 

9 this.” 

For a moment, nothing happened. 

Then Sophie jolted. 

Her blood had started to magically disperse across Japeth’s body in thin, 
shiny strands, branching and crisscrossing down his skin like a network of 
veins. The strands of blood deepened in color to a rich crimson and grew 
thicker, knotting into roped netting that sealed his body in. The ropes 
squeezed tighter, cutting into his skin like whips, deeper and deeper, until 
Japeth was corseted by Sophie’s blood, his flesh stretched raw. He clenched 
his whole body in agony, his muscles striating as he tilted his head back, 
mouth open in a choked scream. Then, all at once, the ropes binding him 
turned from red to black. Scales spread across them like a rash, as the ropes 
began to undulate and move with soft shrieks like baby eels, replicating 
across the gaps in his chalky flesh, scim after scim after scim until at 
last . . . Japeth stared back at her, his suit of snakes as strong and new as the 
first time Sophie had seen it. 

There was no doubting what she’d just witnessed. 

Her blood had restored him. 

Her blood had restored a monster. 

Her blood. 

Sophie went limp under her own binds. 

The Map Room was silent. 

“See you at supper,” said the king. 

He walked out the door. 

The Snake followed his brother, but not before putting his mother’s 
dress on the table and giving Sophie a last glare of warning. 

As he walked out the door, the scims flew off Sophie with piercing 
shrieks and chased after Japeth, the door slamming shut behind them. 


Sophie was alone. 

She stood amongst the torn wedding books, her hand still seeping blood. 

Her mouth trembled. 

Her lungs felt like they were caving in. 

It had to have been a trick. 

Another lie. 

It had to be. 

And yet, she’d seen it with her very own eyes. 

It wasn’t a trick. It was real. 

Sophie shook her head, tears rising. 

How could something so hellish come from her? 

She wanted this Snake dead in the worst possible way . . . and instead 
she’d restored him to life? After all she’d done to protect her friends from 
him? After all she’d done to change? And now she was the lifeblood of the 
worst kind of Evil? 

Heat rushed to her face, a furnace of fear. A witch’s scream filled up her 
lungs, clawing at her throat. A scream that would kill everyone in this castle 
and crumble it to ash. She opened her mouth to unleash— 

Then... she held it in. 

Slowly she let the scream slither back into the recesses of her heart. 

“Past is Present and Present is Past.” 

That's what the new king said. 

That's why he was always one step ahead: because he knew people’s 
pasts... 

And Sophie’s past was Evil. 

Evil that for so long had been her weapon. 

Evil that was the only way she knew how to fight back. 

But Rhian was too smart for that. 

You can't beat Evil with Evil. 

Maybe to win a battle, but not the war. 

And no matter what, she would win this war. For Agatha. For Tedros. 
For her friends. 

But to win, she needed answers. She needed to know who the Lion and 
the Snake really were. And why her blood had melded magically with 
theirs... 

Until she found those answers, she’d have to bide her time. 

She’d have to be smart. And she’d have to be careful. 


Sophie gazed at the white dress on the table, her lips curling. 
Oh, yes. 
There were other ways to be a witch. 


„An 
AGATHA 


New Alliances 


After leaving Avalon, Agatha planned to sneak into a neighboring kingdom 
and find food and a place to sleep. She needed time to think about the Lady 
of the Lake’s strange drawing . . . time to stash a crystal ball that was 
weighing her down... time to plot her next moves.... 

That all changed when she got to Gillikin. 
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It was past twilight when Agatha crossed into the Ever kingdom, home 
to the Emerald City of Oz. She’d snuck in on a wheelcart of visitors from 
Ginnymill who’d come traveling up the coast (Agatha stowed herself under 
their luggage). By the time they reached the yellow brick road on the 
outskirts of Emerald City and dismounted in a market jammed with noisy 
tourists, the sky was dark enough for Agatha to slip out and blend into the 
crowd. 

A week ago, Agatha had read reports of Gillikin plagued by the Snake’s 
attacks—fairy-eating wasps, carriage bombs, and rogue nymphs—that 


paralyzed the kingdom. The Fairy Queen of Gillikin and the Wizard of Oz, 
once rivals vying for power, had been forced into a truce, both appealing to 
Tedros of Camelot for help. Now, with the Snake supposedly dead at 
Rhian’s hands, Gillikin had pledged its alliance to Camelot’s new king and 
its thoroughfares bustled once more, the people of the Woods no longer 
afraid to go about their lives. 

Agatha had chosen to come to Gillikin for a few reasons: first, because 
it was the nearest Ever kingdom to Avalon and home to the invisible fairies 
who had once sheltered her from the School Master’s zombies; and more 
importantly, because it was a melting pot of immigrants from all over the 
Woods, determined to find their way into Emerald City and win an audience 
with the wizard. Among such a motley mob, Agatha figured she was bound 
to suss out news of Camelot, as well as of Tedros and her friends. At the 
same time, with so many people clogging the yellow streets, clamoring for 
a coveted “green ticket” into Emerald City (either you won one by lottery or 
you scalped one from a dodgy vendor), Agatha assumed she’d go 
unnoticed. 

Which turned out to be a mistake. 

Everywhere she looked, there were WANTED posters in different 
languages fixed to the market stalls, glowing in the torchlight— 
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. Meeting with the Wizard 


A (and a ride in his balloon!) 





As the wizard only granted a few meetings a day, the search for Agatha 
had become a manic treasure hunt. Vendors hawked magical “Agatha- 
Vision” goggles to spot her, luminescent Lion lassos to capture her, Tedros 
voice boxes that emitted the prince’s voice to bait her, faux-crystal balls to 
track her, even maps of Gillikin with notations where Agatha had 
supposedly been spotted. 

“If I meet the wizard, I’m gonna ask him for a new leg,” Agatha 
overheard a limping boy tell a scraggly vendor as he bought one of the 
maps. Agatha lingered behind the boy, six or seven years old, as he unfurled 
the parchment and scanned the tiny cartoon Agathas with witchy hair and 
gnashed teeth, dotted around the map. The boy looked up. “You sure you 
saw her?” 

“Came and bought a map from me,” said the vendor, smiling, “just like 
you.” 

“Then why didn’t you catch her yourself?” the boy asked. 
The vendor’s smile flattened. “Uh, well, because I didn’t have a Lion 
lasso like this one here!” 

The boy peered at him skeptically . . . then started counting coins from 
his pocket. 

Overhead, glittery floodlights scanned the crowds, projected by clouds 
of invisible fairies joining the hunt, the same fairies who’d once protected 
Agatha from Evil and now sought to deliver her back to it. The iridescent 
spotlights flushed across the market, about to light up her face— 

Agatha dove behind a stall, crashing into a pine hedge and landing hard 
on the bag carrying Dovey’s crystal ball. Cursing silently, she picked pine 
needles out of her chin, listening to the din of the market: the conversation 
in languages she didn’t recognize . . . the sizzle of food carts selling 
“wizard” burgers (gold-dusted patties in green palm leaves) and “fairy” 
creams (hot buttermilk with sparkle-foam) . . . the sharp voice of a stall 
barker, drifting over the crowd: “Step right up! Gilly’s Ticket Hub! Best 
price on tickets in the Woods! Emerald City passes! Caves of Contempo 
tours! Fairy flights to Beauty and the Feast! Reservations available tonight! 
Step right up! Come to Gilly’s!” 


As Agatha lumbered to her feet, she saw that the stall she’d crashed 
behind was selling both Wizard of Oz merchandise and King Rhian 
memorabilia in tribute to the new alliance, the shop packed with tourists 
waving bags of coins at the three vendors frantically dispensing Lion mugs, 
shirts, masks, bags, and candy. 

“But I thought Agatha and Tedros were Good,” said a young girl to her 
mother, who was jostling in the crowd, trying to buy a cheap gold pen that 
resembled the Storian. Only it wasn’t meant to be the Storian, Agatha 
realized, because engraved in the gold surface was the word . . 
LIONSMANE. 

Lionsmane? Agatha peered closer at it. What’s that? 

“You used to tell me Agatha and Tedros’ fairy tale every night before 
bed,” the young girl was badgering her mother, “and they ended as king and 
queen, remember? That was their Ever After—” 

“Well, turns out Agatha and Tedros were only pretending to be king and 
queen, while the real king was out here in the Woods,” her mother assured. 
“King Rhian killed the Snake, while Tedros did nothing. King Rhian is the 
leader of Good now. And Sophie will be his queen.” 

“He’s the leader of Evil too,” rasped a black-cloaked hag near them, 
who was also waiting to buy one of the gold pens. “That’s why he’s 
marrying Sophie. To bring us all together. Rhian is king of the whole Woods 
now. And Lionsmane will make sure you never hear a fake fairy tale like 
Agatha’s again. King Rhian’s pen is going to tell real stories.” She grinned 
toothlessly at the little girl. “Might even write yours.” 

Rhian’s pen? Agatha thought, bewildered. 

The young girl blinked between her mother and the hag. 

“But why does King Rhian have to kill Tedros?” she asked. “And why 
does he have to kill him at his wedding to Sophie?” 

Agatha’s stomach wrenched so hard she felt it in her throat. 

Tedros killed at Rhian and Sophie’s— 

Impossible. They couldn’t kill King Arthur’s son at a royal wedding. It 
could never happen. Sophie would never let it happen. Sophie would 
protect Tedros .. . She’d plot against Rhian from inside the castle ... She’d 
never marry that monster! 

Agatha tensed. Or now that Sophie was about to be Queen of Camelot, 
worshipped by the entire Woods, would she suddenly turn back into— 





Don't: be stupid, Agatha scoffed. She’d seen Sophie’s face when Rhian 
had trapped her at swordpoint. This wasn’t the old Sophie, who’d betrayed 
her best friends for love. This time, they were all on the same team against a 
fake king. 

A fake king who was planning to kill the real one. 

Agatha expected to feel a rush of panic— 

But instead a sense of calm came over her. 

If she didn’t find a way to get to Tedros, he would die in the worst 
possible way. 

There was no time for helplessness. 

Her prince needed her. 

She slipped out from behind the stall, past the distracted vendors, and 
deftly stole a hooded shirt with Rhian’s face on it as the crowd jostled for 
Lion merchandise. Pulling the hood low over her head, she wove her way 
through the wall of shoppers, the bag with Dovey’s ball tight against her 
shoulder as she headed towards the blinking stall in the distance. 


GILLY’S 


TICKET HUB! 


She passed more booths thronged with people buying phony Agatha 
hunting gear, while she hustled past, puffing out Rhian’s face on her chest, 
pretending she was his biggest fan. She was approaching Gilly’s now, the 
barker’s voice growing louder: “Step right up! Best tickets in tow—” 

Something collided with her. 

Agatha looked up to see two hulking green hobgoblins in Agatha-Vision 
goggles, toting full bags of Lion souvenirs. They gaped at her through their 
goggles ... then slowly lowered them. 

“Gaboo Agatha gabber,” said the first goblin. 

“Gaboo shamima Agatha gabber,” said the second goblin. 


“No no Agatha gabber,” Agatha said, pointing in the other direction. 
“Gaboo went that way.” 

The goblins narrowed their eyes. 

Agatha pointed at Rhian on her shirt. “See. King. Ooooh.” 

The goblins looked at each other. 

“Poot,” said the first. 

“Mah poot,” said the second. 

They dropped their bags and charged at her. 

Facing five hundred pounds of rabid slime, Agatha plunged into the 
mob and shoved people in the goblins’ way like shields but the goblins 
rammed past them, the two creatures reaching out with stubby arms and 
grabbing on to Dovey’s bag— 

Agatha spun around and overturned a vendor’s cart of fake crystal balls 
in their path, the rubber balls parroting “I see Agatha! I see Agatha!” in off- 
synch yelps and tripping up the goblins and half the crowd. Panting in 
relief, Agatha slid behind a newsstand, watching the goblins flop all over 
the slippery balls, while a female vendor beat them mercilessly with her 
shoe. 

Suddenly, Agatha noticed the headlines of the Gillikin Gazette, clipped 
to the front of the stall: 


LION SETS EXECUTION FOR “KING” TEDROS; 
WEDDING FESTIVITIES BEGIN TOMORROW 


Agatha leaned closer, reading the article’s details about how Sophie 
handpicked the axe and executioner for Tedros’ beheading (a lie, thought 
Agatha) . . . about King Rhian’s new pen, Lionsmane, that was more 
trustworthy than the Storian... 

An even bigger lie, Agatha scorned, remembering the cheap gold pens 
people were snapping up in the booth. The Storian told stories the Woods 
needed. The Storian kept the Woods alive. But if people were suddenly 
doubting the enchanted pen and favoring a fake one... then she wasn’t just 
fighting Rhian. She was fighting the countless minds he’d corrupted too. 
How was she supposed to do that? 

Only there was more in this Gillikin article, Agatha realized, reading 
on... this time about Rhian’s brother, who’d supposedly been named the 
liege of the king... 


Agatha studied a painting of this liege, included on the front page. 
Japeth, it said his name was— 

Her eyes bulged. 

Not just Rhian’s brother. 

Rhian’s twin. 

She thought back to the Lady of the Lake’s drawing. 

Now she understood everything. 

It wasn’t Rhian in the Snake’s mask who the Lady had kissed. It was 
Japeth. 

There were two of them all along. 

One the Lion, one the Snake. 

That’s how they tricked both the Lady and Excalibur. They shared the 
same blood. 

And yet, both the Lady and Excalibur believed that blood to be the 
blood of Arthur’s heir. 

But even if they were twins, wouldnt one of them have been born first? 
Agatha wondered. Meaning only one of them is the true heir— 

Agatha shook her head. What am I saying? Those two monsters can't 
possibly be Arthur’s sons. They can't be Tedros’ brothers. 

She could feel herself holding her breath... 

Can they? 

A shadow swept over her. 

Agatha swiveled and saw the two goblins glowering at her, their bodies 
covered in welts. 

The female vendor who’d beaten them was with the goblins too, staring 
at Agatha. 

So were a hundred other people behind them, who clearly knew who 
she was. 

“Oh. Hullo,” Agatha said. 

She dashed for her life, hurtling through the crowd, but more and more 
people ahead were hearing the cries of the people pursuing her and started 
chasing her too. Trapped on the yellow road between booths, there was 
nowhere for her to go— 

Then she saw the stall next to her. 


TAMIMA’S TADPOLES! 


Best Frog Breeder in the Everlands 


Tadpoles. She knew a spell about tadpoles. She’d learned it at school, 
reading Sophie’s Evil textbooks ... 

Instantly, she veered towards the booth, diving under the fabric skirting 
the bottom of it and accosting the vendor, who was stewing a vat of the 
squiggling critters. Before the vendor could grasp what was happening, 
Agatha shoved her out of the way, snatched the tub of tadpoles with both 
hands, felt her fingerglow burn gold— 

“Pustula morphica!” she gasped. 

She dunked her face in. 

When the goblins and other bounty hunters came rushing by, they 
couldn’t find Agatha in the crowd—only a soggy girl covered in red boils, 
stumbling away from a tadpole booth. 

A few moments later, itching at her red, oozing sores, this boil-covered 
girl shambled up to Gilly’s Ticket Hub and its handsome young barker. 

“Flight to Beauty and the Feast, please,” she said. 

The man jerked back in disgust. 

“Forty silver pieces,” he groused, reflexively touching his smooth 
cheek. “Or rather, forty silver pieces your pestilent fingers haven’t 
touched.” 

“I don’t have any silver,” Agatha replied. 

“Then give me whatever is in that bag,” he said, eyeing Dovey’s sack on 
her shoulder. 

“Soiled diapers?” Agatha replied with a straight face. 

The barker scowled. “Out of my sight before I call the Wizard Guard.” 

Agatha glanced over her shoulder and saw a commotion at the tadpole 
booth, the vendor pointing her way— 

She whipped back to the barker. 

“I could pay you with a good strong sneeze, though,” she said coolly. 
“Feel one coming as a matter of fact. Right at your pretty little face.” 

The barker raised his eyes, taking in her pocked cheeks. 

“Diseased hag. You want to fly? Be my guest,” he sneered, shining a 
green-flamed torch into the sky, illuminating a cloud of invisible fairies, 
suddenly seeable in the green light. “One look at you in Sherwood Forest 
and they’ll put an arrow through your skull.” 

As the fairies soared down on the barker’s command and scooped 
Agatha high into the sky, she grinned at him and the crowd of Agatha 
hunters rushing his booth. 


“Pll take my chances,” she said. 


“YOU SHOULD HAVE come here straightaway instead of messing about in 
Fairyland,” Robin Hood grouched, dabbing Agatha’s boils with beer he’d 
soaked onto a napkin. 

“It was too far to get here on foot and I wanted to find news of my 
friends,” said Agatha, now itching with boils and beer. “Besides, last time I 
was here, you said Merry Men don’t get involved in other kingdoms’ 
affairs, and that’s why you wouldn’t help us fight the Snake. But now you 
have to help or Tedros will die in six days’ time. You’re my only hope— 
Lancelot is dead, Merlin’s been captured, Professor Dovey and Guinevere 
too, and I don’t know how to reach the League of Thirteen or if they’re 
even still alive—” 

“I knew that Rhian boy was a maggot,” Robin growled, splashing beer 
all over his green coat. “Stuck to Tedros’ bum like a flea: ‘My king! My 
king!’ Saw right through him. Anyone that servile to a king is bound to be 
in it for himself.” He tightened his brown cap, speared with a green feather. 
“Moment I heard the news I wasn’t surprised in the least.” 

“Don’t lie, you goat,” snorted a ravishing black woman with long, curly 
hair and a flowy blue dress, flitting around the bar at Marian’s Arrow, 
rinsing wine cups and wiping down counters as moonlight streamed 
through the only window. “You told me you’d never met a ‘sturdier chap’ 
and that if you could, you’d steal Rhian from Tedros and induct him into the 
Merry Men.” 

“Always go countin’ on Marian to tell us a’truth,” a deep voice said. 

Robin glanced over at twelve men of various shapes, sizes, and colors 
wearing brown caps like Robin’s, each with a beer mug in hand, seated at 
tables in the otherwise deserted bar. 

“First Robin brings a traitor into our ranks: that boy Kei who set the 
Snake free and killed three of our men,” said a towering man with a big 
belly, “and now he wants to bring in an evil king too?” 

“This is why Marian’s Arrow is named after Marian and not him,” a 
dark man jeered, bowing to the woman behind the bar. 

“Hear! Hear!” the men resounded, banging their mugs. 

“And this is why from now on, you can pay for your drinks in my bar 
like everyone else,” Robin thrashed. 

The Merry Men fell quiet. 


“For the record, Marian’s Arrow is my bar,” Maid Marian said as she 
toweled a mug dry. 

Robin ignored her, turning to Agatha. “King’s guard won’t step foot in 
Sherwood Forest. You’ll be safe here,” he said, inspecting her pustulous 
face, then slathering her with even more beer. “Stay with us as long as you 
please.” 

“Stay? Didn’t you hear what I said? Rhian’s going to kill Tedros!” 
Agatha shot back, her face itching more than ever. “He’s captured everyone 
—Dot included, who freed you from jail and now needs you to do the same 
for her. I’m not staying here and neither are you. We need to attack the 
castle and rescue them!” 

She heard the Merry Men murmur. A couple chuckles too. 

Robin sighed. “Agatha, we’re thieves, not soldiers. Might hate the nasty, 
scheming rat, but Rhian has the whole of the Woods behind him and royal 
guards in front of him. No one can rescue your friends now, no matter how 
much we love Dot. Just be thankful you escaped, even if you ended up a bit 
mangy-looking.” 

“She’s lovely as she is, you shallow twit,” Maid Marian snapped, 
marching towards him. “Won’t be long before you’re humpbacked and 
wrinkled like a prune, Robin. Who’s going to take care of you then? All the 
young ladies you whistle at? And what in good heavens are you doing to 
the poor girl? If you’re not going to help her, at least don’t make things 
worse.” She grabbed a red pepper shaker off a table, poured a handful of 
powder into her hand, and blew it straight into Agatha’s face. Agatha 
hacked violently, shielding her eyes with her fingers . . . which probed at 
her soft cheeks. 

The boils were gone. 

Robin gaped at Marian. “How’d you know how to do that?” 

“Forest Groups at school. I did your homework on ‘Antidotes,”’ 
Marian. 

Agatha wheezed, her throat filled with pepper. “You and I have a lot in 
common.” 

Marian’s face fogged over. “No. Not anymore. I used to be like you. 
Willing to quest into the Woods and fight Evil like we were trained to do at 
school. But living in this Forest with Robin has changed me. Changed all of 
us. Turned us just as lazy and complacent as the fat cats Robin robs from.” 

Robin and his men glanced at each other and shrugged. 
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Agatha felt tears coming. “Don’t you understand? Tedros is going, to 
die. The real King of Camelot. King Arthur’s son. We have to save him. 
Together. I can’t do it alone.” 

Robin met her eyes, quiet for amoment. 

Then he turned to his men. 

“All Ineed is one more man to say yes,” he spoke firmly. “If any of you 
wants to ride and take on the king, then we all ride as one. No man stays 
behind.” Robin drew a deep breath. “All in favor of joining Agatha in the 
fight... raise a hand!” 

The men surveyed each other. 

No one lifted a finger. 

Stunned, Agatha spun to Maid Marian, whose back was turned while 
she put away beer mugs in the cupboard, as if Robin’s vote didn’t apply to 
her. 

Agatha launched to her feet, staring down Robin’s men. “I get it. You 
came to Sherwood Forest to drink your booze and have your fun like 
overgrown boys. And sure, maybe you do raid the rich to give to the poor 
from time to time, believing it’s all the Good you need to do to avoid real 
responsibility. But that’s not what Good is. Good is about taking on Evil 
whenever it rises, no matter how inconvenient. Good is about stepping up to 
face the truth. And here’s the truth: there is a fake king ruling the Woods 
and we in this room are the only ones who can stop him. Will it be 
dangerous? Yes. Will we risk our lives? Yes. But Good needs a hero and 
‘sorry, I have to finish my beer’ isn’t a reason to stay behind. Because if 
you turn a blind eye now, believing the ‘Lion’ and the ‘Snake’ are not your 
problem, I assure you it’s only a matter of time before they will be.” Heat 
rashed across her neck. “So I ask again. On behalf of King Tedros, your 
friend Dot, and the rest of my quest team who need you in order to stay 
alive, all those in favor of riding out to Camelot beside me and Robin...” 
She closed her eyes and said a silent prayer. “. .. Raise your hands now.” 

She opened her eyes. 

No hands were raised. 

None of the men could even look at her. 

Agatha froze, her heart shrinking as small as a pea. 

“PII give you a horse so you can leave in the morning,” said Robin 
Hood softly, avoiding eye contact too. “Ride on to someone who can help 
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you. 


Agatha glared at him, red-faced. “Don’t you understand? There isn’t 
anyone else.” 

She whirled to Marian for one last appeal— 

But there was no one behind the bar, its namesake already gone. 


WHILE THE MEN remained at Marian’s, Agatha came back to Robin’s 
treehouse, hoping to scrounge a few hours of rest before she left at first 
light. 

But she couldn’t sleep. 

She stashed Dovey’s bag in a corner and sat in the doorway, gazing out 
at the other treehouses, her legs dangling over the edge, brushed by bright 
purple lotus blossoms quivering in gusts. The wind upended the lanterns 
too, strung between the treehouses in a rainbow of colors, and forest fairies 
zipped about setting them right, their wings detonating red and blue like 
tiny jewels. 

The last time Agatha was here, it had all felt so magical and safe, a 
protective bubble set off from the chaos of real life. But now the whole 
place felt callow. Insidious, even. Dark things were happening in the Woods 
and here in Sherwood Forest, purple lotuses luminesced and the houses still 
glowed bright, their doors wide open. 

“T used to be like you,” Marian’s voice echoed. 

Then she’d come here to be with Robin. She’d come here for love. A 
love that had sealed her off from the world and made time stand still. Isn’t 
that what true loves wanted in the end: to hide away in paradise? 

After all, if she and Tedros had hidden away, they never would have had 
to lead Camelot. If she and Tedros had hidden away, he never would have 
heard her tell Sophie that he’d failed his quest as king. 

They’d still have their Ever After. 

They’d still have their perfect love. 

Agatha let out a sigh. 

No. That isn’t love. 

Love isn’t locking yourselves in or hiding where everything is perfect. 

Love is facing the world and its tests together, even if you fail them. 

Suddenly, she felt the need to leave this place right now—to go back 
into the Woods, no matter how perilous— 

But where would she go? 


She was so used to taking care of things herself. That’s what had made 
her set off on her quest to find the Snake after Tedros’ coronation. She’d 
done it to help Tedros, of course. But she’d also done it because she trusted 
herself to solve problems: more than she trusted her prince or her best 
friend or anyone else. 

Only this time, she couldn t work alone. Not with her prince a few days 
from execution and the whole Woods hunting her and Sophie under Rhian’s 
thumb and the rest of her friends trapped in prison. If she tried to work 
alone, Tedros would die. That’s why she’d come here. To forge new 
alliances. And instead, she’d leave even more alone than before. 

The wind turned cold and she glanced back, hoping to find a blanket or 
quilt— 

Something caught her eye in the corner. 

A black coat, hanging amongst a sea of green ones in the closet. 

As she moved towards it, she saw it was splotched with dried blood... 

Lancelot’s blood. 

Tedros had worn the coat the night they’d come to Sherwood Forest to 
bury the knight along with Lady Gremlaine. He must have left it here when 
he’d changed clothes for their dinner at Beauty and the Feast . . . 

Agatha clutched the coat in both hands and put it to her face, inhaling 
her prince’s warm, minty scent. For a half-second, it made her feel calm. 

Then it dawned on her. 

This could be the last she ever had of him. 

Her heart kickstarted, that helpless feeling returning— 

Then her hands felt something stiff in the coat pocket. 

Agatha reached in and pulled out a stack of letters, banded together. She 
flipped through the first few. 


DEAR GRISELLA, 


I KNEW THERE’D BE UNDUE ATTENTION ON ME AT SCHOOL, BUT THIS IS 
ABSURD. I’VE ONLY BEEN HERE A FEW DAYS AND I’M STILL TRYING TO GET 
MY BEARINGS, YET EVERY EVER AND NEVER IN THE PLACE KEEPS HOUNDING 
ME, ASKING ME ABOUT HOW I PULLED EXCALIBUR FROM THE STONE AND 
WHAT BEING KING OF CAMELOT FEELS LIKE AND WHY I’M AT SCHOOL WHEN 
I SHOULD BE RULING MY KINGDOM. I TELL THEM THE “OFFICIAL” STORY, OF 
COURSE—THAT MY FATHER WENT TO THE SCHOOL FOR GOOD AND I WANT 


TO HONOR HIS LEGACY... BUT THE NEVERS DON’T BELIEVE ME. AT LEAST 
THEY DON’T KNOW THE TRUTH—THAT THE PROVISORY COUNCIL ONLY 
APPROVED MY CORONATION ON THE CONDITION THAT I RECEIVE A FORMAL 
EDUCATION (AKA HAVE TIME TO “GROW UP” BEFORE I RULE). BUT I DON’T 
INTEND TO TELL PEOPLE THAT MY OWN STAFF WON’T LET ME BE KING UNTIL 
I GRADUATE THIS PLACE. AND NOT ONLY GRADUATE, BUT GRADUATE TOP OF 
THE CLASS AND WITH A SUITABLE QUEEN-TO-BE PICKED OUT. I FEEL 
OVERWHELMED, HONESTLY. I CAN BARELY CONCENTRATE ON MY CLASSES. 
YESTERDAY, I BOTCHED PROFESSOR SADER’S QUIZ ON THE HISTORY OF 
CAMELOT. THAT’S RIGHT: I FAILED A TEST ON MY OWN KINGDOM— 


DEAR GRISELLA, 


THE DAYS AT SCHOOL ARE LONG AND DIFFICULT (ESPECIALLY YUBA THE 
GNOME’S CLASS IN THE BLUE FOREST—HE SWATS ME WITH HIS STAFF 
WHENEVER I MISS AN ANSWER AND I MISS PLENTY). BUT YOUR LETTERS 
FROM THE CASTLE HAVE GIVEN ME GREAT COMFORT AND REMIND ME OF OUR 
LIVES AT SIR ECTOR’S BEFORE I WAS KING, WHEN WE STARTED EACH DAY 
KNOWING EXACTLY WHAT WAS EXPECTED OF US— 


DEAR GRISELLA, 


I’VE BEEN PICKED FOR THE TRIAL BY TALE! EVEN THOUGH MY NEW 
FRIENDS LANCELOT AND GUINEVERE BOTH PLACED AHEAD OF ME. 
GUINEVERE I CAN UNDERSTAND (SHE'S BRILLIANT), BUT LANCELOT? HE'S 
GREAT FUN, BUT NOT THE SHARPEST SWORD IN THE ARMORY. NEEDLESS TO 
SAY, I’M FEELING THE SPIRIT OF COMPETITION MORE THAN EVER. IF THE 
NEW KING OF CAMELOT DOESN’T WIN THE TRIAL BY TALE, THE ROYAL ROT 
WILL BE RIDICULING ME ON THE FRONT PAGE FOR MONTHS. SPEAKING OF 
ROYALTY, IS EVERYTHING RUNNING SMOOTHLY AT THE CASTLE? I HAVEN’T 
HEARD FROM YOU IN WEEKS— 


Agatha paged through more of them. 

These weren’t Tedros’ letters. They were his father’s. 

King Arthur must have written them when he was a first year at the 
School for Good. But who was Grisella? And why did Tedros have his 
father’s letters in his coat? 


Then she noticed something stuck to the back of the last letter... a 
handwritten label... 


Camelot Beautiful 


And clipped to the label was a business card— 


=) 


Albemarle 
Licensed Manager 





Agatha peered closer. Camelot Beautiful. That was the fund that Lady 
Gremlaine used to refurbish the castle, the one that never seemed to have 
any money, despite Agatha’s relentless fundraising for it. Had Tedros kept 
the label for a reason? And what about the business card? The only 
Albemarle she knew was the spectacled woodpecker that tallied ranks at the 
School for Good and Evil, and he certainly wasn’t a bank manager in 
Putsi... 

Something rustled behind her and Agatha turned sharply. 

She dropped the letters in shock. 

“Hello, my dear,” said a tall woman in the doorway with wild, canary- 
yellow hair, an overabundance of makeup, and a leopard-print caftan 


billowing in the wind as she stepped off a hovering stymph into Robin’s 
treehouse. 

“Professor Anemone!” Agatha said, gaping at her former Beautification 
teacher as her bird-boned vehicle flew down to the ground below. “What 
are you doing he—” 

Then she saw Maid Marian climbing into the treehouse behind her 
professor. 

“Emma and I were classmates at school,” Marian explained. “I sent her 
a crow the moment you came to Marian’s Arrow. I knew Robin and his men 
wouldn’t help you the way you needed. But the least I could do was find 
you someone who could.” 

Professor Anemone rushed forward and pulled Agatha into an embrace. 
“The faculty’s been searching for you ever since we heard what happened. 
You have to understand: Clarissa kept us in the dark. Spent all her time 
cooped up in her office with her Quest Map and that crystal ball. She must 
have thought that if the teachers knew what was happening in the Woods, 
then the first years would find out something had gone wrong on your 
quests. She wouldn’t have wanted them to worry or be distracted from their 
work. Always thinking of her students, even at her own expense . . . Her 
office is still locked no matter what spells we do on it and we can’t get a 
hold of her Quest Map; that’s why we couldn’t find you... .” 

Agatha teared up. She thought she’d been alone this whole time, when 
instead, her old teachers had been looking for her. For the briefest of 
moments, she felt safe again like she once had in their glass castle. “You 
don’t know what we’re up against, Professor. This is Evil like we’ve never 
seen. Evil that you don’t teach in your classes. The Lion and the Snake are 
working together. They have the whole Woods on their side. And we have 
no one on ours.” 

“Yes, you do,” said Professor Anemone, pulling away and staring hard 
at her charge. “You see, Clarissa might believe in sheltering students, but 
neither I nor the rest of the teachers do. Which means the king might have 
the whole Woods on his side, but you have something far stronger on yours. 
Something that has outlasted any king. Something that has always restored 
the balance between Good and Evil, even in the darkest of times. 
Something that was born to win this fight.” 

Agatha looked up at her. 


Professor Anemone leaned in, her eyes glittering. “My dear Agatha... 
you have a school.” 


5 
TEDROS 
Sophie’s Choice 


Tedros imagined it was Rhian that they were beating. 

That’s how he’d survived the pirates. 

Every stomping kick they’d given him, every brass-knuckled punch, 
every full-force blow gushing blood from his lip or eye, Tedros mentally 
redirected at the traitor who sat upon his throne. The friend who turned out 
to be his worst enemy. His loyal knight who turned out to be neither loyal 
nor a knight. 





Now, curled up in his cell, Tedros could hear the scum’s voice 
resounding down the hall, magically amplified by whatever hocus-pocus his 
friends were doing in their own cell. Acid rage burnt his chest. It was like 
they were broadcasting Rhian’s voice just to taunt him. 

“Was he telling the truth?” he yelled. 


Tedros’ voice echoed into the hall. 

“About Sophie wanting me dead? Was that the truth?” 

He’d thought Sophie was on his side this time . . . that his friendship 
with her was finally real. . . 

But he didn’t know what was real anymore. Maybe Sophie had 
conspired with Rhian on all of this. Or maybe she’d been scammed by him 
too. 

Tedros’ face grew hotter. 

He’d welcomed Rhian like a brother. Brought him into Camelot. Told 
him his secrets. 

He’d practically handed the pig his crown. 

Tedros could taste the anger now, foaming in his throat. 

Agatha was right. 

He’d been a bad king. Cowardly. Arrogant. Foolish. 

When Agatha had told Sophie this last night, he’d been cut to the bone. 
Betrayed by the only girl he’d ever loved. It had made him doubt her the 
way she doubted him. 

But in the end, she was right. She always was. 
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And now, in the most fitting of ironies, the same girl who called him a 
bad king was the sole person who could help him win back his throne. 


Because Agatha was the only one who’d managed to escape Rhian’s 
hands. 


The pirates had revealed this by accident. They’d beaten him 
relentlessly, the gang of six reeking thugs, demanding to know where 
Agatha had fled. At first, his relief that she’d escaped numbed the pain of 
their blows. But then the relief wore off. Where was she? Was she safe? 
Suppose they found her? Riled by his silence, the pirates had only beaten 
him harder. 

Tedros leaned against the dungeon wall, warm blood sliding down his 
abdomen. His raw, bruised back touched cold stone through the shreds in 
his shirt and he seized up. The throbbing was so intense his teeth chattered; 
he tasted a sharp edge in the bottom row where one of them had been 
chipped. He tried to think of Agatha’s face to keep him conscious, but all he 
could conjure were the faces of those filthy punks as their boots bashed 
down. The pirates’ assault had gone on for so long that at some point, it 
seemed disconnected from purpose. As if they were punishing him for his 
very existence. 

Maybe Rhian had built his whole army on feelings like this. Feelings of 
people who thought because Tedros was born handsome and rich and a 
prince, he deserved to fall. To suffer. 

But he could take all the suffering in the world if it meant Agatha would 
live. 

To survive, his princess had to run as far as she could from Camelot. 
She had to hide in the darkest part of the Woods where no one could find 
her. 

But that wasn’t Agatha. He knew her too well. She would come for her 
prince. No matter how much faith she’d lost in him. 

The dungeons were quiet now, Rhian’s voice no longer audible. 

“How do we get out of here!” Tedros called to the others, enduring 
blinding pain in his rib. “How do we escape!” 

No one in their cell responded. 

“Listen to me!” he shouted. 

But the strain had done him in. His mind softened like soggy pudding, 
unlocking from his surroundings. He pulled his knees into his chest, trying 
to relieve pressure on his rib, but his flank burned hotter, the scene 
distorting in the torch-haze on the wall. Tedros closed his eyes, heaving 
deep breaths. Only it made him feel more sealed in, like he was in an airless 
coffin. He could smell the old bones . . . “Unbury Me,” his father’s voice 
whispered. ... 


Tedros wrenched out of his trance and opened his eyes— 

Hester’s demon stared back at him. 

Tedros recoiled against the wall, blinking to make sure it was actually 
there. 

The demon was the size of a shoebox with brick-red skin and long, 
curved horns, his beady eyes locked on the young prince. 

The last time Tedros had been this close to Hester’s demon, it had 
almost hacked him to pieces during a Trial by Tale. 

“We thought this would work better than yelling across the dungeon,” 
said the demon. 

Only it didn’t speak in a demon’s voice. 

It spoke in Hester’s. 

Tedros stared at it. “Magic is impossible down here—” 

“My demon isn’t magic. My demon is me,” said Hester’s voice. “We 
need to talk before the pirates come back.” 

“Agatha’s out there all on her own and you want to talk?” Tedros said, 
clutching his rib. “Use your little beast to get me out of this cell!” 

“Good plan,” the demon retorted, only with Beatrix’s voice. “You’d still 
be trapped at the iron door and when the pirates see you, they’ll beat you 
worse than they already have.” 

“Tedros, did they break any bones?” Professor Dovey’s voice called 
faintly through the demon, as if the Dean was too far from it for a proper 
connection. “Hester, can you see through your demon? How bad does he 
look—” 

“Not bad enough, whatever it is,” Hort’s voice said, hijacking the 
demon. “He got us into this mess by fawning over Rhian like a lovedrunk 
girl.” 

“Oh, so being a ‘girl’ is an insult now?” Nicola’s voice ripped, the 
demon suddenly looking animated in agreement. 

“Look, if you’re going to be my girlfriend, you have to accept I’m not 
some intellectual who always knows the right words to use,” Hort’s voice 
rebuffed. 

“YOU’RE A HISTORY PROFESSOR!” Nicola’s voice slapped. 

“Whatever,” Hort barged on. “You saw the way Tedros gave Rhian the 
run of his kingdom, letting him recruit the army and give speeches like he 
was king.” 


Tedros sat up queasily. “First of all, how is everyone talking through 
this thing, and second of all, do you think I knew what Rhian was 
planning?” 

“To answer the first, Hester’s demon is a gateway to her soul. And her 
soul recognizes her friends,” the demon said with Anadil’s voice. “Unlike 
your sword.” 

“And to answer the second, every boy you like ends up a bogey,” Hort’s 
voice jumped in, the demon trying to keep up like a ventriloquist. “First you 
were friends with Aric. Then you were friends with Filip. And now you 
canoodled with the devil himself!” 

“T did not canoodle with anyone!” Tedros yelled at the demon. “And if 
any of us is cozying up to the devil, you’re the one who’s friends with 
Sophie!” 

“Yeah, Sophie, the only person who can rescue us!” Hort’s voice 
heckled. 

“Agatha’s the only person who can rescue us, you twit!” Tedros fired. 
“That’s why we need to get out now, before she comes back and gets 
captured!” 

“Can everyone shut up?” the demon snapped in Hester’s voice. “Tedros, 
we need you to—” 

“Put Hort back on,” Tedros demanded. “After three years of Sophie 
using you as her personal bootlicker without giving you the slightest in 
return, now you think she’s going to rescue us!” 

“Just because you wouldn’t help people who needed it when the Snake 
attacked doesn’t mean she won't,” Hort’s voice thrashed. 

“Idiot. Once she tastes a queen’s life, she’ll let us burn while she feasts 
on cake,” Tedros slammed. 

“Sophie doesn’t eat cake,” Hort sniffed. 

“You think you know Sophie better than me?” 

“When she rescues you from that cell, you’re going to feel like a boob 


„ 


“ANTS RAT IS DEAD, THE SNAKE IS ALIVE, WE'RE IN A 
DUNGEON, AND WE’RE TALKING ABOUT SOPHIE! AND CAKE!” 
Hester’s voice boomed, her demon swelling like a balloon. “WE HAVE 
QUESTIONS FOR TEDROS, YES? GIVEN WHAT WE SAW ONSTAGE, 
OUR LIVES DEPEND ON THESE QUESTIONS, YES? SO IF ANYONE 


EVEN TRIES TO INTERRUPT ME, STARTING RIGHT NOW TLL 
TEAR OUT YOUR TONGUE.” 

The dungeon went silent. 

“The Snake is alive?” Tedros asked, ghost-faced. 

Ten minutes later, Tedros stared back at the red imp, having learned 
about the Snake’s reappearance, the birth of Lionsmane, and everything else 
Hester and the team had seen in the magical projection they’d conjured in 
their cell. 

“So there’s two of them? Rhian and this... . Jasper?” Tedros said. 

“Japeth. The Snake. And that’s how we think they tricked both the Lady 
and Excalibur. They’re twins who share the same blood. The blood of your 
father, they say,” the demon explained. “If we’re going to bring them down, 
we need to know how that’s possible.” 

“You’re asking me?” Tedros snorted. 

“Do you live your whole life with your head up your bum?” Hester’s 
voice scorned. “Think, Tedros. Don’t shut down what might be possible just 
because you don’t like the idea of it. Can these two boys be your brothers?” 

Tedros scowled. “My father had his faults. But he couldn’t have bred 
two monsters. Good can’t spawn Evil. Not like that. Besides, how do you 
know Rhian didn’t pull Excalibur because I’d done all the work dislodging 
it? Maybe he just got lucky.” 

The demon groaned. “It’s like trying to reason with a hedgehog.” 

“Oh, just let him die. If they are his brothers, it'll be survival of the 
fittest,” said Anadil’s voice. “Can’t argue with nature.” 

“Speaking of nature, I have to use the toilet,” said Dot’s voice. 

Professor Dovey’s voice muffled something to Tedros through the 
demon, something about his father’s “women”— 

“I can’t hear you,” said Tedros, cramming deeper into a corner. “My 
body hurts, my head hurts. Are we done with the interrogation?” 

“Are you done being a pea-brained fool?” Hester railed. “We’re trying 
to help you!” 

“By making me smear my own father?” Tedros challenged. 

“Everyone needs to cool their milk,” said Nicola’s voice. 

“Milk?” Kiko’s voice peeped through the demon. “I see no milk.” 

“Tt’s what my father used to say at his pub when it got too hot in the 
kitchen,” said Nicola, calmly taking over the creature. “Tedros, what we’re 
trying to ask is whether there’s anything you can tell us about your father’s 


past that makes Rhian and his brother’s claim possible. Could your father 
have had other children? Without you knowing? We get that it’s a difficult 
subject. We just want to keep you alive. And to do that, we need to know as 
much as you do.” 

There was something about the first year’s voice, so lacking in pretense, 
that made Tedros let down his guard. Maybe it was because he barely knew 
the girl or that there was no judgment or conclusion in her question. All she 
was asking was for him to share the facts. He thought of Merlin, who often 
spoke to him the same way. Merlin, who was either in danger somewhere 
up there or... dead. Tedros’ gut knotted. The wizard would have wanted 
him to answer Nicola honestly. Indeed, Merlin had been fond of the girl, 
even when Tedros hadn’t been willing to give her a chance. 

Tedros raised his eyes to the demon’s. “I had a steward named Lady 
Gremlaine while I was king. She was my father’s steward too, and they’d 
grown close before he met my mother. So close that I suspected something 
may have happened between them... . Something that made my mother fire 
Lady Gremlaine from the castle soon after I was born.” The prince 
swallowed. “Before Lady Gremlaine died, I asked her whether the Snake 
was her son. Whether he was her and my father’s son. She never said yes. 
But...” 

“.. . she suggested it,” Nicola’s voice prodded, the demon looking 
almost gentle. 

Tedros nodded, his throat constricting. “She said she’d done something 
terrible. Before I was born.” Sweat dripped down his forehead as he relived 
the moment in the attic, Lady Gremlaine clutching a bloody hammer, her 
hair wild, her eyes manic. “She said she’d done something my father never 
knew. But she’d fixed it. She’d made sure the child would never be found. 
He’d grow up never knowing who he was...” 

Tedros’ voice caught. 

The demon was frozen still. For the first time no one spoke through it. 

“So Rhian could be telling the truth,” said Professor Dovey’s voice 
finally, a remote whisper. “He could be the real king.” 

“The son of Lady Gremlaine and your father,” Hester’s voice agreed. 
“Japeth too.” 

Tedros sat up straighter. “We don’t know that. Maybe there’s an 
explanation. Maybe there’s something she didn’t tell me. I found letters 
between Lady Gremlaine and my father. In her house. Lots of them. Maybe 


they explain what she really meant. . . . We need to read those letters... I 
don’t know where they are now—” His eyes glistened. “It can’t be true. 
Rhian can’t be my brother. He can’t be the heir.” He looked at the demon 
pleadingly. “Can he?” 

“I don’t know,” said Hester, low and grim. “But if he is, then either your 
brother kills you or you kill him. This can’t end any other way.” 

Suddenly they heard the dungeon door open. 

Tedros squinted through the bars. 

Voices and shadows stretched down the stairway at the end of the hall. 
The Snake glided into view first, followed by three pirates wielding trays 
slopped with gruel. 

The pirates set down the gruel at the floor of the first two cells—the one 
with Tedros’ crewmates and the one with Professor Dovey—and kicked the 
trays through the gaps along with dog bowls of water. 

The Snake, meanwhile, walked straight towards Tedros’ cell, his green 
mask flashing in the torchlight. 

Panicked, Hester’s demon flew upwards and Tedros watched it flail 
around, struggling to find a shadow on the ceiling to hide in. But with its 
red skin, the demon stuck out like an eyesore— 

Then the Snake appeared through the cell bars. 

Instantly, the green scims on his mask dispersed, revealing his face to 
Tedros for the first time. 

Tedros gaped back at him, Rhian’s ghostly twin, his lean body fitted in 
shiny black eels, the suit newly restored as if he’d never been wounded in 
battle at all. As if he was the strongest he’d ever been. 

How? 

The Snake seemed to sense what he was thinking and gave him a sly 
grin. 

A shadow fluttered over their heads— 

The Snake’s eyes shot up, searching the top of Tedros’ cell, his pupils 
scanning left and right. He raised a glowing fingertip, coated with scims, 
and flooded the ceiling with green light. 

Tedros blanched, his stomach in his throat. .... 

But there was nothing on the ceiling except a slow-moving worm. 

Japeth’s eyes slid back down to Tedros, his fingerglow dissipating. 

That's when Tedros noticed Hester’s demon on the wall behind the 
Snake, crawling into the boy’s shadow. Tedros quickly averted his eyes 


from the demon, his heart jumping hurdles. 

The Snake gazed at Tedros’ bashed-up face. “Not so pretty anymore, are 
you.” 

It was the way he said it that snapped Tedros to attention, the boy’s tone 
dripping with disdain. He wasn’t some masked creature anymore. He had a 
face. He was human now, this Snake. He could be defeated. 

Tedros bared his teeth, glaring hard at the savage who’d killed 
Chaddick, killed Lancelot, and smeared his father’s name. “We’ll see what 
you look like when I ram my sword through your mouth.” 

“So strong you are,” the Snake cooed. “Such a man.” He reached out 
and caressed Tedros’ cheek— 

Tedros slapped his hand away so hard it struck the cell bars, the bone of 
the Snake’s wrist cracking against metal. But the pale-faced boy didn’t 
flinch. He just smirked at Tedros, relishing the silence. 

Then he pulled the black dungeon key from his sleeve. “I wish I could 
say this was a social call, but I’m here on behalf of my brother. After she 
had supper with the king tonight, Princess Sophie was given permission by 
King Rhian to release one of you.” He glanced down the hall and saw the 
rest of the crew poking their heads out of the cell at the other end, wide- 
eyed and listening. “That’s right. One of you who will no longer live in the 
dungeons and instead be allowed to work in the castle as the princess’s 
servant, under King Rhian’s eye. One of you whose life will be spared. . .” 

The Snake looked back at Tedros. “. . . for now.” 

Tedros bolted straight as an arrow. “She picked me.” 

In a flash, all doubts Tedros had about Sophie vanished. He should have 
never mistrusted her. Sophie didn’t want him dead. She didn’t want him to 
suffer. No matter how much they’d hurt each other in the past. 

Because Sophie would do anything for Agatha. And Agatha would do 
anything for Tedros. Which meant Sophie would do anything to save 
Tedros’ life, including finding a way to convince a usurping king to set his 
enemy free. 

How had she done it? How had she gotten Rhian on her side? 

He’d hear the story soon enough. 

Tedros grinned at the Snake. “Get moving, scum. Princess’s orders,” he 
said. “Open the door.” 

The Snake didn’t. 

“Let me out,” Tedros commanded, face reddening. 


The Snake stayed still, the prison key glinting between his fingers. 
“She picked me!” Tedros snarled, gripping the bars. “Let me out!” 
Instead, the Snake just put his face to the prince’s... and smiled. 


sGa 
SOPHIE 


The Dinner Game 


Earlier that evening, the pirates Beeba and Aran brought Sophie down 
from the Map Room for dinner. 

Rhian and Japeth were already halfway through their first course. 

“It needs to be harsh. A warning,” she heard Japeth saying in the 
refurbished Gold Tower dining room. “Lionsmane’s first tale should instill 
fear.” 

“Lionsmane should give people hope,” said Rhian’s voice. “People like 
you and me who grew up without any.” 

“Mother is dead because she believed in hope,” said his brother. 

“And yet, Mother’s death is the reason both of us are in this room,” said 
Rhian. 





As she neared the door, all Sophie heard was silence. Then— 

“Supporters of Tedros are protesting tonight in Camelot Park,” said 
Japeth. “We should ride in and kill them all. That should be Lionsmane’s 
first tale.” 


“Killing protestors will lead to more protests,” said Rhian. “That’s not 
the story I want to tell.” 

“You weren’t afraid of bloodshed when it got you the throne,” said 
Japeth snidely. 

“I'm king. I’ll write the tales,” said Rhian. 

“It's my pen,” Japeth retorted. 

“It's your scim,” said Rhian. “Look, I know it isn’t easy. Serving as my 
liege. But there can only be one king, Japeth. I know why you’ve helped 
me. I know what you want. What both of us want. But to get it, I need the 
Woods on my side. I need to be a good king.” 

Japeth snorted. “Every good king ends up dead.” 

“You have to trust me,” Rhian pressed. “The same way I trust you.” 

“T do trust you, brother,” said Japeth, softening. “It’s that devious little 
minx I don’t trust. Suppose you start listening to her instead of me?” 

Rhian snorted. “As likely as me growing horns. Speaking of the minx.” 
He laid down his fork on his plate of rare, freckled deer meat and looked up 
coldly from the decadent table, his crown reflecting his blue-and-gold suit. 

“I heard guards pounding on the Map Room door, Sophie. If you can’t 
make it to dinner on time, then your friends in the dungeon won’t get dinner 
at all—” He stopped. 

Sophie stood beneath the new Lion-head chandelier, wearing the dress 
they’d left for her. Only she’d slashed the prim white frock in half, ruffled 
the bottom into three layers (short, shorter, shortest), hiked them high over 
her knees, and lined the seams of the dress with wet, globby beads, each 
filled with different colored ink. Crystal raindrops dangled from her ears; 
silver shadow burnished her eyelids; her lips were coated sparkly red; and 
she’d crowned her hair with origami stars, made from the parchment she’d 
ripped out of the wedding books. All in all, instead of the chastened 
princess the king might have expected after their encounter in the Map 
Room, Sophie had emerged looking both like a birthday cake and a girl 
jumping out of one. 

The pirates with Sophie looked just as stunned as the king. 

“Leave us,” Rhian ordered them. 

The moment they did, Japeth launched to his feet, his pale cheeks 
searing red. “That was our mother’s dress.” 

“Tt still is,’ Sophie said. “And I doubt she would have appreciated you 
gussying up girls you’ve kidnapped in her old clothes. The real question is 


why you asked me to wear this dress at all. Is it to make me feel like you 
own me? Is it because I remind you of your dear departed mum? Or is it 
something else? Hmm... In any case, you told me what to wear. Not how 
to wear it.” She gave a little shimmy, the light catching the colorful gobs on 
the dress like drops of a rainbow. 

The Snake glared at her, scims sliding faster on his body. “You dirty 
shrew.” 

Sophie took a step towards him. “Snakeskin is a specialty. Imagine what 
I could make out of your suit.” 

Japeth lunged towards her, but Sophie thrust out her palm— 

“Ever wonder what map ink is made out of?” she asked calmly. 

Japeth stopped midstride. 

“Tron gall,” said Sophie, green eyes shifting from the Snake to Rhian, 
who was still seated, watching her between tall candles in the Lion-themed 
centerpiece. “It’s the only substance that can be dyed multiple colors and 
last for years without fading. Most maps are inked with iron gall, including 
yours in the Map Room. The ones you enchanted to track me and my 
friends. Do you know what else iron gall is used for?” 

Neither twin answered. 

“Oh, silly me, I learned about it in my Curses class at school and you 
boys didn’t get into my school,” said Sophie. “Iron gall is a blood poison. 
Ingest it and it brings instant death. But let’s say I dab a touch on my skin. It 
would sap the nutrients from my blood, while keeping me alive, just barely, 
meaning any vampiric freak who might suddenly need my blood... . well, 
they would get poisoned too. And it happens this entire dress—your 
mother’s dress, as you point out—is now dotted in pearls of iron gall I 
extracted from your maps, using the most basic of first-year spells. Which 
means the slightest wrong move and—poof!—it’|l smear onto my skin in 
just the right dose. And then my blood won’t be very useful to you at all, 
will it? The perils of haute couture, I suppose.” She fluffed the tail of her 
dress. “Now, darlings. What’s for dinner?” 

“Your tongue,” said Japeth. Scims shot off his chest, turning knife- 
sharp, as they speared towards Sophie’s face. Her eyes widened— 

A whipcrack of gold light snapped over the eels, sending them 
whimpering back into the Snake’s body. 

Stunned, Japeth swung to his brother sitting next to him, whose gold 
fingerglow dimmed. Rhian didn’t look at him, his lips twisted, as if 


suppressing a smile. 

“She needs to be punished!” Japeth demanded. 

Rhian tilted his head, taking in Sophie from a different angle. “You have 
to admit... the dress does look better.” 

Japeth was startled. Then his cheekbones hardened. “Careful, brother. 
Your horns are growing.” Scims coated Japeth’s face, re-forming his mask. 
He kicked over his chair, its pattern of Lions skidding across the floor. 
“Enjoy dinner with your queen,” he seethed, striding out of the room. A 
scim shot off him and hissed at Sophie, before flying after its master. 

Sophie’s heart throttled as she listened to Japeth’s footsteps fade. 

He’ll have his revenge, she thought. But for now, she had Rhian’s 
undivided attention. 

“A queen in the castle will take him some getting used to,” said the 
king. “My brother isn’t fond of—” 

“Strong females?” said Sophie. 

“All females,” said Rhian. “Our mother left that dress for the bride of 
whichever of us married first. Japeth has no interest in a bride. But he is 
very attached to that dress.” Rhian paused. “It isn’t poisoned at all, is it?” 

“Touch me and find out,” Sophie replied. 

“No need. I know a liar when I see one.” 

“Mirrors must be especially challenging, then.” 

“Maybe Japeth is right,” said Rhian. “Maybe I should relieve you of 
that tongue.” 

“That would make us even,” said Sophie. 

“How’s that?” said Rhian. 

“With you missing your soul and all,” said Sophie. 

Silence spread over the hall, cold and thick. Through the wide bay 
windows, thunderclouds gathered over Camelot village in the valley. 

“Are you going to sit down for dinner or would you like to eat from the 
horse trough?” the king asked. 

“I'd like to make a deal,” said Sophie. 

Rhian laughed. 

“I’m serious,” Sophie said. 

“You just threatened to poison my brother’s blood and skin him of his 
suit and then brazenly insulted your king,” said Rhian. “And now you 
want . . . a deal.” 


Sophie stepped fully into the light. “Let’s be honest. We despise each 
other. Maybe we didn’t before, when we were eating truffles at enchanted 
restaurants and kissing in the backs of carriages, but we do now. And yet, 
we need each other. You need me to be your queen. I need you to spare my 
friends. Would I rather watch you hacked into dog food? Yes. But in every 
cloud there’s a silver lining. Because I’ll admit it: I was bored as Dean of 
Evil. I know I’m an ogre for saying it, but I don’t care if little Drago is 
homesick or constipated or cheating in Forest Groups. I don’t care if 
abominable Agnieszka’s warts are contagious, roguish Rowan is kissing 
girls in the meat locker, or dirty Mali snuck into the Groom Room pool and 
peed in it. My fairy tale made me more beloved than Sleeping Beauty or 
Snow White or any of those other snoozy girls. And what diva icon goddess 
uses her newfound fame to go . . . teach? In theory the idea of devoting 
myself to a new generation sounded noble, but none of these students are 
nearly as clever as I am and I was left feeling like a chanteuse playing miles 
away from the main stage. I’m too young, too alluring, too adored to be out 
of the spotlight. And now, through a series of rather unfortunate events, 
voila, I find myself poised to be queen of the most powerful kingdom in the 
land. I know it’s not right for me to wear the crown. In fact, it’s positively 
Evil, especially when I’m taking my best friend’s place. But will I be a 
good queen? That’s another question entirely. Attending state dinners with 
exotic kings; negotiating treaties with cannibal trolls; managing armies and 
alliances; preaching my vision for a better Woods; opening hospitals and 
feeding the homeless and comforting the poor—I’ll do it all and do it well. 
That’s why you chose me as your queen. And because my blood has the 
unfortunate property of keeping your brother alive .. . but you don’t need 
me as queen for that. You could have chained me up with my friends and 
bled me at will. No, I think you chose me as a queen because you know PII 
be glorious at it.” 

Rhian parted his lips to speak, but Sophie barreled on. 

“At first, I was going to come down and pretend I’d had a change of 
heart. That I still love you, no matter what you’ve done. But even I’m not a 
spry enough actress for that. The truth is, you pulled Excalibur from its 
stone. That makes you the king. Meanwhile, my friends are either in prison 
or on the run. So, I have two choices. Resist, knowing my friends will be 
hurt for it. Or... be as good a queen as I can and keep an open mind. 
Because I heard you say you want to be a good king. And to be a good king, 


you'll need a good queen. So here are the terms. You treat me and my 
friends well, and I’ll be the queen you and Camelot need. Do we have a 
deal?” 

Rhian picked at his teeth. “You’re fond of the sound of your own voice. 
I can see why Tedros and every other boy dumped you.” 

Sophie went bright pink. 

“Sit down,” said the king. 

This time she did. 

A maid came in from the kitchen, carrying the next course: fish stew in 
a red broth. Sophie put a hand to her nose—it smelled like the goo Agatha’s 
mother once made—but then she saw the maid carrying it was Guinevere, a 
scim still sealing her lips. Sophie tried to make eye contact, then caught 
Rhian watching her and she quickly tasted the stew. 

“Mmmm,” she said, trying not to gag. 

“So you think that if you're a ‘good’ queen, I’ll let your friends go,” 
said Rhian. 

Sophie looked up. “I never said that.” 

“And if they die?” 

“Murdering my friends will only make people doubt our love and start 
asking questions. That’s not how you’re going to keep the Woods on your 
side,” said Sophie, as Guinevere took her time refilling Rhian’s cup, clearly 
eavesdropping. “That said, if I show you loyalty, I hope you’ll show me 
loyalty in return.” 

“Define loyalty.” 

“Releasing my friends.” 

“That sounds a lot like letting them go.” 

“They can work in the castle. Under your supervision, of course. The 
Same test you gave the maids.” 

Rhian raised a brow. “You really think I’d free a crew of enemies into 
my own castle?” 

“You can’t hold them in jail forever. Not if you want me to keep your 
secrets and play your loyal queen,” said Sophie, well-rehearsed. “And better 
here in the castle than out in the Woods. Besides, if you and I can come to 
an agreement, then they’ll come around too. They hated me in the 
beginning, just like they hate you.” She gave him a practiced smile. 

“And what of Tedros?” Rhian reclined, copper hair catching the light. 
“He’s condemned to die. The people cheered for it. You think Pl ‘release’ 


him too?” 

Guinevere’s fingers shook on the pitcher, nearly spilling it. 

Sophie’s heart pumped faster as she looked up at Rhian, choosing her 
words carefully. What she said next could save Tedros’ life. 

“Do I think Tedros should die? No,” she said. “Do I think he should die 
at our wedding? No. Do I think it’s wrong? Yes. That said, you’ve 
announced your plans . . . and a king can’t very well take back an 
execution, can he?” 

Guinevere’s eyes flew to Sophie. 

“So you’ ll let Tedros die, then,” said the king, skeptical. 

Sophie met his gaze firmly. “If it means saving the rest of my friends, 
yes. I’m not Tedros’ mother. I won’t go to the ends of the earth to save him. 
And like you said . . . he dumped me.” 

A raw cry sounded in Guinevere’s throat. 

Sophie kicked her under the table. Guinevere’s face changed. 

“Since you apparently have nothing to do,” Rhian said, glowering at the 
maid, “fetch the captain of the guard. I need to speak with him.” 

Guinevere was still searching Sophie’s eyes— 

“Shall we kill your son tonight?” Rhian spat at her. 

Guinevere ran out. 

Sophie probed at her soup, seeing her own face reflected. A drop of 
sweat plunked into the stew. Did Guinevere understand? If Tedros was 
going to survive, she needed his mother to do her part. 

Sophie looked up at the king. “So . . . we have a deal? My friends 
working in the castle, I mean. I could use them for the wedding—” 

Two more maids came out of the kitchens, carrying gruel lumped on 
brass trays as they headed towards the stairs. 

“Hold,” said Rhian. 

The maids stopped. 

“Those are for the dungeons?” he said. 

The maids nodded. 

“They can wait,” said the king, turning to Sophie. “Like I had to wait 
for you.” 

The maids took the trays back into the kitchen. 

Sophie stared at him. 

The king smiled as he ate. “Don't like the soup?” 


Sophie put her spoon down. “The last chef was better. As was the last 
king.” 

The king stopped smiling. “I proved I’m Arthur’s true heir. I proved I’m 
the king. And still you side with that fake.” 

“King Arthur would never have a son like you,” Sophie blazed. “And 
even if he did, there’s a reason he kept you secret. He must have known 
how you and your brother would turn out.” 

Rhian’s face went murder-red, his hand palming his metal cup as if he 
might throw it at her. Then slowly the color seeped out of his cheeks and he 
smiled. 

“And here you thought we had a deal,” he said. 

Now it was Sophie who swallowed her fire. 

If she wanted her friends released, she had to be smart. 

She poked at her soup. “So, what did you do this afternoon?” she asked, 
a bit too brightly. 

“Wesley and I went to the armory and realized there isn’t an axe sharp 
enough to cut off Tedros’ head,” said the king, mouth full. “So we 
considered how many swings it would take to sever through his neck with a 
dull axe and whether the crowd might cheer harder for that than a clean 
blow.” 

“Oh. That’s nice,” Sophie croaked, feeling ill. “Anything else?” 

“Met with the Kingdom Council. A gathering of every leader in the 
Woods, conducted via spellcast. I assured them that as long as they support 
me as king, Camelot will protect their kingdoms, Good and Evil, just as I 
protected them from the Snake. And that I would never betray them, like 
Tedros did, when he helped that monster.” 

Sophie stiffened. “What?” 

“I suggested it was Tedros who likely paid the Snake and his rebels,” 
said Rhian, clear-eyed. “All those fundraisers his queen hosted . . . Where 
else could that gold have gone? Tedros must have thought that if he 
weakened the kingdoms around him, it would make him stronger. That’s 
why he has to be executed, I told the Council. Because if he is lying about 
being Arthur’s heir, then he could be lying about everything.” 

Sophie was speechless. 

“Of course, I personally invited all members of the Kingdom Council to 
the wedding festivities, beginning with the Blessing tomorrow,” Rhian went 


on. “Oh, almost forgot. I also proposed demolishing the School for Good 
and Evil, now that it no longer has its Deans or a School Master.” 

Sophie dropped her spoon. 

“They voted me down, of course. They still believe in that decrepit 
School. They still believe the Storian needs to be protected. The School and 
the Storian are the lifeblood of the Woods, they say.” Rhian wiped his 
mouth with his hand, streaking red across it. “But I didn’t go to that School. 
The Storian means nothing to me. And I’m King of the Woods.” 

His face changed, the cold sheen of his eyes cracking, and Sophie could 
see the smolder of resentments beneath. 

“But the day will come when every kingdom in the Woods changes its 
tune. When every kingdom in the Woods believes in a King instead of a 
School, a Man instead of a Pen . . .” He stared right at Sophie, the outline of 
Lionsmane pulsing gold through his suit pocket like a heartbeat. “From that 
day, the One True King will rule forever.” 

“That day will never come,” Sophie spat. 

“Oh, it'1l come sooner than you think,” said Rhian. “Funny how a 
wedding can bring everyone together.” 

Sophie tensed in her chair. “If you think I’ll be your good little queen 
while you lie like a devil and destroy the Woods—” 

“You think I chose you because you’d be a ‘good’ queen?” Rhian 
chuckled. “That’s not why I chose you. I didn’t choose you at all.” He 
leaned forward. “The pen chose you. The pen said you’d be my queen. Just 
like it said I’d be king. That's why you're here. The pen. Though I’m 
beginning to question its judgment.” 

“The pen?” Sophie said, confused. “Lionsmane? Or the Storian? Which 
pen?” 

Rhian grinned back. “Which pen, indeed.” 

There was a twinkle in his eye, something sinister and yet familiar, and 
a chill rippled up Sophie’s spine. As if she had the whole story wrong yet 
again. 

“It doesn’t make sense. A pen can’t ‘choose’ me as your queen,” Sophie 
argued. “A pen can’t see the future—” 

“And yet here you are, just like it promised,” said Rhian. 

Sophie thought about something he’d said to his brother. . . 

“I know how to get what you want. What we both want.” 


“What do you really want with Camelot?” Sophie pressed. “Why are 
you here?” 

“You called, Your Highness?” a voice said, and a boy walked into the 
dining room wearing a gilded uniform, the same boy Sophie had seen 
evicting Chef Silkima and her staff from the castle. 

Sophie tracked him as he gave her a cursory glance, his face square- 
jawed, his torso pumped with muscle. He had baby-smooth cheeks and 
narrow, hooded eyes. Sophie’s first thought was that he was oppressively 
handsome. Her second thought was that he’d looked familiar when she’d 
noticed him in the garden, but now she was certain she’d seen him before. 

“Yes, Kei,” said Rhian, welcoming the boy into the dining room. 

Kei. Sophie’s stomach lurched. She’d spotted him with Dot at Beauty 
and the Feast, the magical restaurant in Sherwood Forest. Kei had been the 
newest member of the Merry Men. The traitor who’d broken into the 
Sheriff’s prison and set the Snake free. 

“Have your men found Agatha?” Rhian asked. 

Sophie’s whole body cramped. 

“Not yet, sire,” said Kei. 

Sophie slumped in relief. She’d yet to find a way to send Agatha a 
message. All she knew from her Quest Map was that her best friend was 
still on the run. Inside Sophie’s shoe, her toes curled around her gold vial, 
out of Rhian’s sight. 

“There is a map in the Map Room tracking Agatha’s every move,” the 
king said to his captain sourly. “How is it that you can’t find her?” 

“She’s moving east from Sherwood Forest, but there’s no sign of her on 
the ground. We’ve increased the size of the reward and recruited more 
mercenaries to track her, but it’s as if she’s traveling invisibly or by air.” 

“By air. Has she hitched herself to a kite?” Rhian mocked. 

“If she’s moving east, we think she’s headed towards the School for 
Good and Evil,” said Kei, unruffled. 

The school! Of course! Sophie held in a smile. Good girl, Aggie. 

“We’ve sent men to the school, but it appears to be surrounded by a 
protective shield,” Kei continued. “We’ve lost several men trying to breach 
it.” 

Sophie snorted. 

Rhian glanced in her direction and Sophie went mum. 


“Find a way to beat the shield,” Rhian ordered Kei. “Get your men 
inside that school.” 

“Yes, sire,” said Kei. 

Sophie’s skin went cold. She needed to warn Agatha. Does she still 
have Dovey’s crystal ball? If she did, maybe they could secretly 
communicate. Assuming Aggie could figure out how to use it, that is. 
Sophie had no idea how crystal balls worked. Plus, Dovey’s seemed to have 
made the Dean gravely ill... Still, it might be their best hope... . 

“One more thing,” Rhian said to Kei. “Do you have what I asked for?” 

Kei cleared his throat. “Yes, sire. Our men went from kingdom to 
kingdom, seeking stories worthy of Lionsmane,” he said, pulling a scroll 
from his pocket. 

“Go on, then,” the king responded. 

His captain peered at his scroll. “Sasan Sasanovich, a mechanic from 
Ooty, has invented the first portable cauldron out of dwarf-bone and 
demand is so high that there’s a six-month waiting list. They’re called 
“Small-drons.’” Kei looked up. 

“Small-drons,” Rhian said, with the same tone he usually reserved for 
Tedros’ name. 

Kei went back to the scroll. “Dieter Dieter Cabbage Eater, the nephew 
of Peter Peter Pumpkin Eater, has been named assistant dumpling chef at 
Dumpy’s Dumpling House. He will be in charge of all cabbage-based 
dumplings.” 

Kei glanced up. Rhian’s expression hadn’t changed. Kei spoke faster 
now: “Homina of Putsi chased down a burglar and tied him to a tree with 
her babushka. . . . A maiden named Luciana created an igloo from cheese 
rinds in Altazarra to house the homeless from milk monsoons. . . . Thalia of 
Elderberry came second in the Woods-wide Weightlifting Championships 
after bench-pressing a family of ogres. . . . A baby son was born to a 
woman in Budhava after six stillbirths and years of praying. . . . Then there 
is—” 

“Stop,” said Rhian. 

Kei froze. 

“That woman in Budhava,” said Rhian. “What’s her name?” 

“Tsarina, Your Highness,” said Kei. 

The king paused a moment. Then he slipped open his suit jacket and 
Lionsmane floated out of his pocket. The golden pen twirled in the 


chandelier glow before it began to write in midair, gold dust trailing from 
its tip, as Rhian directed it with his finger. 


Tsarina of Budhava has borne a son after six stillbirths. The Lion 
answered her prayers. 


“Lionsmane’s first tale,” said Rhian, admiring his work. 

Sophie guffawed. “That? That’s your first fairy tale? First of all, that’s 
not a tale at all. It’s barely two lines. It’s a blurb. A caption. A squawk into 
the night—” 

“The shorter the story, the more likely people are to read it,” the king 
said. 

“—and second of all, you couldn’t answer a prayer if you tried,” Sophie 
spurned. “You had nothing to do with her son!” 

“Says your pen, maybe,” Rhian replied. “My pen says that Tsarina of 
Budhava didn’t have a child until I happened to take the throne. 
Coincidence?” 

Sophie boiled. “More lies. All you do is lie.” 

“Inspiring people is lying? Giving people hope is lying?” Rhian 
retorted. “In the telling of tales, it’s the message that matters.” 

“And what’s your message? That there’s no Good and Evil anymore? 
That there’s only you?” Sophie scoffed. 

Rhian turned back to the golden words. “It’s ready for the people—” 

Suddenly, the pen reverted midair from gold to a scaly black scim and 
magically defaced Rhian’s message with splotches of black ink: 






"Wi ey WEAK 


TANS 
N WENK 


“My brother is still upset with me, it seems,” Rhian murmured. 

“Japeth’s right. It is weak,” said Sophie, surprised she could ever side 
with the Snake. “No one will listen to your stories. Because even if a story 
could be that short, it has to have a moral. Everyone at the School for Good 
and Evil knows that. The school you want to demolish. Maybe because it’s 
the school you didn’t get into.” 

“Anyone can poke holes in a story who doesn’t have the wits to write 
their own,” Rhian said defensively. 

“Oh please. I or any one of my classmates could write a real fairy tale,” 
Sophie flung back. 

“You accuse me of being self-serving when you’re nothing but an 
airheaded braggart,” Rhian attacked. “You think you’re so clever because 
you went to that school. You think you could be a real queen? About as 
likely as Japeth taking a bride. You couldn’t do any real work if you tried. 
You’re nothing but shiny hair and a fake smile. A no-trick pony.” 

“T’d be a better king than you. And you know it,” Sophie flayed. 

“Prove it, then,” Rhian scorned. “Prove you can write this tale better 
than me.” 








“Watch me,” Sophie hissed. She stabbed her fingerglow at Rhian’s story 
and revised it in slashes of pink under Japeth’s defacements. 


Tsarina of Budhava couldn’t have a child. Six times she tried and 
failed. She prayed harder. She prayed and prayed with all her 
soul... . And this time the Lion heard her. He blessed her with a 
son! Tsarina had learned the greatest lesson of all: “Only the Lion 
can save you.” 


“Takes a queen to do a king’s job,” said Sophie, frost-cold. “A ‘king’ in 
name only.” 

She looked back at Rhian and saw him peering at her intently. 

Even the blackened pen seemed to be considering her. 

Slowly, the pen magically erased its graffiti, leaving Sophie’s corrected 
tale. 

“Remember Hansel and Gretel?” Rhian said, gazing at her work. “Your 
pen says it’s about two kids who escape a nasty witch . . . while my pen 
says it’s about a witch who thinks herself so superior that she’s duped into 
working against herself.” 

Rhian turned his grin on Sophie. 

“And so it is written,” the king said to the pen. 

Lionsmane coated back to gold, then thrust at Sophie’s tale like a magic 
wand— 

Instantly, the golden message shot through the bay windows and 
emblazoned high in the dark sky like a beacon. 

Sophie watched villagers far in the distance emerge from their houses in 
the valley to read Lionsmane’s new words, shining against the clouds. 

What have I done? Sophie thought. 

Rhian turned to his captain. “You're dismissed, Kei,” he said as 
Lionsmane returned to the king’s pocket. “I expect Agatha in my dungeon 
by this time tomorrow.” 

“Yes, sire,” said Kei. As he left, he gave Sophie a shifty-eyed look. A 
look Sophie knew well. If she didn’t know better, she’d think Rhian’s 
captain had a crush on her... 

It only made Sophie feel queasier, her eyes roving back to Lionsmane’s 
first story. She’d come to this dinner hoping to gain the upper hand over a 
villain. Instead, she’d been tricked into amplifying his lies. 


She could see Rhian watching through the window as more of 
Camelot’s villagers emerged from their houses. These were the same 
villagers who’d resisted the new king at the morning’s coronation, vocally 
defending Tedros as the real heir. Now they huddled together and took in 
the Lion’s tale, quietly reflecting on its words. 

Rhian turned to Sophie, looking less a ruthless king and more an 
enamored teenager. It was the same way he’d looked at her when they first 
met. When he’d wanted something from her. 

“So you want to be a good queen?” said the king cannily. “Then you’ll 
be writing each and every one of my stories from now on.” He studied her 
as if she was a jewel in his crown. “The pen chose you wisely after all.” 

Sophie’s insides shriveled. 

He was ordering her to write his lies. 

To spread his Evil. 

To be his Storian. 

“And if I refuse?” she said, clutching at the side of her dress. “One drop 
of this iron gall on my skin and—” 

“You already stained your wrist when you sat down for dinner,” said 
Rhian, spearing a piece of squid in his soup. “And you’re as healthy as can 
be.” 

Slowly Sophie looked down and saw the smear of blue on her skin; 
harmless ink she’d extracted from a quill in the Map Room and dyed with 
magic. 

“Your wizard friend refused to help me too,” said the king. “Sent him on 
a little trip afterward. Don’t think he’ll be refusing me anymore.” 

Sophie’s blood went cold. 

In a single moment, she realized she’d been beaten. 

Rhian was not like Rafal. 

Rhian couldn’t be wheedled and seduced. He couldn’t be manipulated 
or charmed. Rafal had loved her. Rhian didn’t care about her at all. 

She’d come down to dinner thinking she had a hand to play, but now it 
turned out she didn’t even know the game. For the first time in her life, she 
felt outmatched. 

Rhian watched her with a trace of pity. “You called my story a lie, but 
it’s already come true. Don’t you see? Only I can save you.” 

She met his eyes, trying to hold his stare. 

Rhian prowled forward, his elbows on the table. “Say it.” 


Sophie waited for the fight to swell inside of her... the witch to rear 
her head. . . . But this time nothing came. She looked down at the 
tablecloth. 

“Only you can save me,” she said softly. 

She saw Rhian smile, a lion enjoying his kill. 

“Well, now that we’ve made our deal... ,” he said. “Shall we have 
cake?” 

Sophie watched the candles in the Lion centerpiece melt wax onto their 
holders. 

Cheap candles, she thought. 

Another lie. Another bluff. 

A dark flame kindled inside of her. 

She still had a bluff to play of her own. 

“You think I’m afraid of death? I’ve died before and that didn’t stop 
me,” she said, standing up. “So kill me. Let’s see if that keeps the Woods on 
your side. Let’s see if that makes them listen to your pen.” 

She swept past him, watching Rhian’s face cloud, unprepared for her 
move— 

“And what if I agree to your terms?” he asked. 

Sophie paused, her back to him. 

“One person from the dungeons that will serve as your steward, just as 
you asked,” he said, sounding composed again. “Anyone you like. I’ll free 
them to work in the castle. Under my supervision, of course. All you have 
to do is write Lionsmane’s tales.” 

Sophie’s heart beat faster. 

“Who would you pick to be freed?” Rhian asked. 

Sophie turned to him. 

“Tedros included?” she asked. 

Rhian stretched his biceps behind his head. 

“Tedros included,” he said decisively. 

Sophie paused. Then she sat back down across from him. 

“So I write your stories . . . and you let Tedros go,” she repeated. “Those 
are the terms?” 

“Correct.” 

Sophie watched Rhian. 

Rhian watched her. 

Now I know the game, she thought. 


“Well, in that case... ,” Sophie said innocently. “I choose Hort.” 

Rhian blinked. 

Sophie stretched her arms behind her head and held his stunned glare. 

It had been a test. A test to make her pick Tedros. A test to call her bluff 
and prove she could never be loyal. A test to make her his slave from this 
moment on. 

A dirty little test he expected her to fail. 

But you can’t beat Evil with Evil. 

Which meant now they had a deal. 

She would write his stories. Hort would be freed. 

Both would be her weapons in time. 

Sophie smiled at the king, her emerald eyes aglow. 

“I don’t eat cake,” she said. “But tonight 111 make an exception.” 


as 7 ao 
AGATHA 
Agatha’s Army 


Straddling the spine of a stymph, her arms around her old Beautification 
professor, Agatha tried to see through the gaps in the canopy of branches as 
she flew high over the Endless Woods. Autumn was coming, leaves already 
losing their green. 

It must be six o’clock in the morning, she thought, since it was still too 
dark to see the forest floor, but the sky overhead was starting to simmer 
with tones of gold and red. 





A hand reached back holding a blue lollipop. 


“Stole it just for you,” said Professor Anemone. “It’s illegal to take 
candy from Hansel’s Haven, as you well know, but, given present 
circumstances, I think we all need to break a few rules.” 

Agatha lifted the lollipop from her teacher’s hand into her mouth and 
tasted its familiar blueberry tartness. Her first year she’d gotten detention 
from Professor Anemone for stealing one of these lollipops off the candied 
classroom walls in Hansel’s Haven (along with marshmallows, a hunk of 
gingerbread, and two bricks of fudge). Back then, she’d been the worst 
student at the School for Good and Evil. Now, three years later, she was 
returning to the school to lead it. 

“Do they know what’s happened?” Agatha asked, watching her 
teacher’s lemon-yellow hair dance in the wind. “The new students, I mean.” 

“The Storian began its retelling of The Lion and the Snake before you 
and Sophie left on your quest. That’s how we’ve stayed up-to-date on 
everything that’s happened since Rhian took the throne.” 

“But can’t we show the Storian’s tale to the rest of the kingdoms?” 
Agatha asked, adjusting Dovey’s bag on her arm, feeling Tedros’ jacket that 
she’d taken from Robin’s house cushioned around the crystal ball inside. “If 
we can make their rulers see that Rhian and the Snake are working together 

“The Storian’s tales reach other kingdoms only after The End is written, 
including your bookshops in Woods Beyond,” said her teacher. “And even 
if we could bring the Kingdom Council to the School Master’s tower, the 
Storian won’t allow anyone to look backwards in a fairy tale while it is 
writing one. Nor should we involve the Kingdom Council until we have 
clearer proof of Rhian’s plot, since their allegiance is to the new king. That 
said, Professor Manley has been monitoring the pen’s movements and our 
first years have been briefed on the story thus far.” 

“And they’re trained to fight?” Agatha pressed. 

“Fight? Goodness, no.” 

“But you said they’re my army!” 

“Agatha, they’ve been at school for less than a month. The Evergirls can 
barely produce passable smiles, the Nevers are hopeless with their Special 
Talents, and they’ve just had their fingerglows unlocked two days ago. 
There hasn’t even been a Trial by Tale. They’re certainly no army yet. But 
you’ll whip them into shape.” 


“Me? You want me to train them?” Agatha blurted. “But I’m not a 
teacher! Sophie can bluff being a Dean because, well, she can bluff 
anything, but not me—” 

“You'll love the new Everboys. Charming little foxes.” Professor 
Anemone glanced back, her makeup dried out and cracking. “Especially the 
boys of Honor 52.” 

“Professor, I don’t even know these students!” 

“You know Camelot. You know the castle, you know its defenses, and 
most importantly, you know the false king who sits upon the throne,” said 
Professor Anemone. “You are far better equipped than any of the teachers to 
lead our students in this fight. Besides, until you complete your quest, 
you’re still an official student, and given the Storian is writing your tale, the 
teachers cannot interfere in it. Clarissa made that mistake and clearly paid 
the price.” 

Agatha shook her head. “But can the students even do basic spells? Will 
the Evers and Nevers work together? Have you told them what’s at stake 

“My dear, take advantage of the peace and quiet while you can,” said 
her teacher, steadying the stymph at a cruising altitude. “There won’t be 
much of either once we get to school.” 

Agatha exhaled through her nose. How could she relax until her friends 
were free? And how was she supposed to lead a school? A school full of 
students she’d never met? If she wasn’t so overwhelmed, she’d appreciate 
the irony: Sophie had been thrust at the head of Camelot, where Agatha was 
supposed to be queen, and now Agatha was expected to command the 
School for Good and Evil, where Sophie was supposed to be Dean. 
Agatha’s heart revved up, then sputtered, drained of adrenaline after her all- 
night visit to Sherwood Forest. She could feel her eyelids drooping . . . But 
with Dovey’s crystal ball slung on her shoulder, weighing her down, she 
didn’t dare fall asleep, for fear it would yank her overboard and drop her 
like a stone. 

Clutching Dovey’s bag tighter, Agatha scanned the landscape and 
spotted a golden castle ahead, thin spires clustered like organ pipes. 

Foxwood, she remembered. The oldest Ever kingdom. 

In front of the castle, the thick forest receded, giving way to Foxwood’s 
outer vales, with rows of cottages surrounding a tree-lined square. The 
pavilion was mostly deserted this early in the morning, except for a baker 


setting up his cart in front of a stone fountain. Wrapped around the fountain, 
Agatha could make out colorful banners hand-drawn by the kingdom’s 
children. 


So Long, So Long, the Snake is Gone! 
HAIL KING RHIAN, THE SNAKE SLAYER! 
Long Live Queen Sophie! 


As the stymph soared over increasingly lavish houses, closer to 
Foxwood castle, Agatha glimpsed three young kids in gold-foil Lion masks 
jousting with wooden swords as their father raked the yard of leaves. She’d 
seen the same thing in Gillikin: children idolizing the new King of Camelot 
as their hero. Disturbed, Agatha looked back up. 

The stymph was about to smash right into the side of the king’s castle. 

“Professor!” Agatha shrieked— 

Professor Anemone snored awake and in a single move shot a spray of 
sparks at her stymph, which jolted from its own slumber with a squawk, 
skimming the golden tower just in time. 

The stymph reared in midair, panting hard, as Professor Anemone 
stroked its neck, trying to calm it down. “Seems we both fell asleep,” she 
croaked as the stymph peeped sheepishly at his riders through eyeless 
sockets. “And no wonder, given the rumpus at school. Thankfully we’ll be 
there soon enough.” 

“Rumpus” didn’t sound good, Agatha thought, but right now she was 
worried they’d woken the Foxwood guard. If anyone spotted her, they’d 
surely alert Rhian. She peeked back towards the castle, about to urge 
Professor Anemone to get moving. Then her eyes widened 

“What’s that?” 

She’d been so busy looking down that she’d missed the giant message 
in gold, embedded in the lightening sky overhead. 

“Lionsmane’s first fairy tale,’ said Professor Anemone, still caressing 
the stymph. “You must have been deep in Sherwood Forest to miss it. Been 
up there nearly a full day now. Visible from any kingdom in the Woods.” 

“Lionsmane ... You mean ‘Rhian’s pen’? The one he’s pit against the 
Storian?” Agatha said, remembering the newspaper in Gillikin. She quickly 
read the message in the sky about a woman named Tsarina, blessed with a 





child after several stillbirths. “Only the Lion can save you’? That’s the 
moral of the story?” 

Her teacher sighed. “The Storian spends weeks, months, often years 
crafting a tale for the purposes of bettering our world. And now a new pen 
arrives that replaces storytelling with a king’s propaganda.” 

“A fake king and a fake pen,” Agatha bristled. “Are people actually 
believing this? Is anyone fighting for the Stori.. .” 

Her voice trailed off, because Rhian’s fairy tale suddenly faded. Agatha 
and Professor Anemone exchanged anxious looks, as if their presence here 
was somehow responsible. But then a blast of light shot from the west, 
branding a new message in the sky, replacing the first one. 


Citizens of the Woods! Revel in the tale of Hristo of Camelot, only 8 
years old, who ran away from home and came to my castle, hoping 
to be my knight. Young Hristo’s mother found and whipped the poor 
boy. Stay strong, Hristo! The day you turn 16, you have a place as 
my knight! A child who loves his king is a blessed child. Let that be 
a lesson to all. 


“Now he’s going after the youth,” Professor Anemone realized, grim- 
faced. “Same thing Rafal tried when he took over both schools. Own the 
youth and you own the future.” 

Down below, Agatha could still see the kids’ tiny figures swordplaying 
in their Lion masks. Only they’d stopped now and were gazing up at the 
Lion’s second tale, along with their father. After a moment, the father’s eyes 
Swept towards Agatha and her teacher, perched atop their stymph. 

“Let’s go,” said Agatha quickly. 

The stymph propelled towards the rising sun. 

Agatha looked back one last time at the Lion’s new tale, her stomach 
screwing tighter. It wasn’t just the Lion’s message, smoothly glorifying 
himself as king . . . but it was how familiar the message was, its lies 
sounding like truths... 

Ah. Now she remembered. 

The Snake’s pen. 

The one he’d shown her and Sophie the first time they’d met. 

His fake Storian that took real stories and contorted them into 
something darker and untrue. 


His pen peeled off his own murderous body and now presented to the 
people as their guiding light. 

His slimy, scaly strip of lies. 

That was Lionsmane. 


THE SCHOOL HAD taken no chances once Merlin and Professor Dovey had 
been captured. As the stymph descended, Agatha saw the two castles had 
been shielded in a protective, murky-green fog. A dove happened to get too 
close and the mist inhaled it like a living creature, then spewed it back out 
like a cannonball, pitching the shrieking bird fifty miles away. The stymph, 
meanwhile, passed through unscathed, though Agatha had to hold her nose 
to endure the fog, which smelled like rancid meat. 

“One of Professor Manley’s spells,” Professor Anemone called back. 
“Not as secure as Lady Lesso’s old shields, but it’s kept out Rhian’s men 
thus far. A few were caught snooping the past couple days. They must 
suspect you’re on your way.” 

More than just suspicion, Agatha thought. If Rhian was the Snake’s 
brother, then that meant Rhian had the Snake’s Quest Map. He could trace 
Agatha’s every move. 

In the meantime, all she could do was hope Manley’s shield would hold. 

Breaking through the fog, the first thing Agatha saw was the School 
Master’s tower, perched in the middle of Halfway Bay between the clear 
lake bordering the School for Good and the thick blue moat around the 
School for Evil. A gang of stymphs was in the process of undoing the last 
scaffolding around the silver spire, revealing a dazzling statue of Sophie 
atop like a weathervane, along with ornate friezes in the tower’s length 
depicting Sophie’s most iconic moments. There were multiple floors within 
the tower, flaunting refurbished windows (through which Agatha could see 
walk-in closets, a dining room, a steam room and whirlpool), and a catwalk 
to the School for Evil, lit up with lights and a sign reading “SOPHIE’S 
WAY.” 

Professor Bilious Manley poked his pimpled, pear-shaped head out a 
window in Sophie’s Tower and shot blasts of green light at the friezes and 
Statue, trying to obliterate them—but every spell he did rebounded straight 
at him while a high-pitched alarm blared from Sophie’s statue, sounding 
like a raven's shriek— 


“You have attempted an unauthorized redecoration of Dean Sophie’s 
Tower,” Sophie’s voice boomed as a rebounding spell zapped Manley in the 
rump. “Only an officially appointed School Master has authority here and 
you are not a School Master. Kindly vacate my premises.” 

Fuming, Manley stormed back into the tower, where Agatha glimpsed 
three wolves demolishing Sophie’s interiors. But seconds after tearing down 
paintings and fixtures and lamps, they all floated straight back up. 

“He’s been battling that tower ever since he took over as Dean,” 
Professor Anemone chortled as more repelling spells scalded Manley and 
his wolves. “I’ve learned never to underestimate that girl.” 

From inside the tower, Manley let out a primal scream. 

It only made Agatha miss Sophie more. 

The stymph landed on the south side of Halfway Bay in front of Good’s 
castle. As Agatha dismounted, fairies swarmed her, smelling her hair and 
neck. Unlike the fairies that used to run the School for Good when she was 
a first year, this new fleet were of different shapes, sizes, colors, as if from a 
variety of lands, but they all seemed to know who she was. 

As she followed Professor Anemone uphill, Agatha noticed the unusual 
quiet. She could hear her own clump-steps crackling on the Great Lawn’s 
crisp grass, the spasm of fairy wings around her, the burps of water from the 
lake. Agatha peered across the bay and saw the same scene on Evil’s shores 
as smooth blue slime lapped up and stained the sand. A lone guard wolf in a 
red soldier’s jacket and a whip on his belt had fallen asleep on one of 
Sophie’s new cabanas. 

Professor Anemone opened the doors to Good’s castle and Agatha 
silently trailed her through a long hall of mirrors. Agatha caught her 
reflection in the glass, grubby, windblown, and sleepless, her black gown 
ragged with holes. She looked worse than she did on her first day of school, 
when Evergirls had cornered her in this hall, thinking she was a witch, and 
she’d farted in their faces to escape. Smirking at the memory, Agatha 
followed her teacher, turning into the foyer— 

“WELCOME HOME!” 

A cheer exploded like a bomb, sending Agatha staggering backwards. 

More than a hundred first years in the foyer whistled and hooted, while 
waving enchanted signs, with words popping off banners: “I STAND WITH 
AGATHA!”; “NEVER RHIAN!”; “JUSTICE FOR TEDROS!” 


Agatha gawked at this new class of Evers, so fresh-faced and clean, 
with the girls in restyled pink pinafores and the boys in navy waistcoats, 
skinny ties, and tight beige breeches. Silver swan crests glittered over their 
hearts, branding them as first years, along with magical name tags that 
moved around their bodies to help Agatha see them from any sightline 
—“LAITHAN,” “VALENTINA,” “SACHIN,” “ASTRID,” “PRIYANKA,” and more. 
Many looked close to her in age, especially the boys, so tall and princely 
with training swords on their waists . . . and yet, despite this, all of them 
seemed so young. As if they still held faith in the laws of Good and Evil. As 
if they’d yet to learn that the bubble of school could be so easily punctured. 
I was like them once, Agatha thought. 

“QUEEN AGATHA! QUEEN AGATHA!” chanted the first years as they 
surrounded her like lemmings, crowding her between the foyer’s four 
Staircases: Valor and Honor to the boys’ towers, Purity and Charity to the 
girls’. Agatha looked up to see the teachers gathered on the Valor staircase 
—Princess Uma, who’d taught her Animal Communication; Professor 
Espada, who taught Swordplay; Yuba the Gnome, who’d led her Forest 
Group . . . It was the same scene that greeted Agatha on her own 
Welcoming day, only this time, there were two professors missing. Seven- 
foot nymphs with neon hair floated beneath the domed ceiling, sprinkling 
rose petals that caught in Agatha’s dress and made her sneeze. Agatha tried 
to smile at the young Evers, singing her name and waving their signs and 
swords, but all she could think about was Professor Dovey and Professor 
August Sader, both absent from the top of the stairs. Without them, the 
school no longer felt warm or safe. It felt alien, vulnerable. 

“GOOD IDLES AND EVIL WORKS,” a voice boomed. “SOUNDS 
ABOUT RIGHT.” 

Agatha and the Evers swiveled to see the double doors at the rear of the 
foyer fly open. Castor the Dog stood inside the Theater of Tales, its two 
sides turned into a massive war room. More than a hundred Nevers in sleek 
black-leather uniforms toiled at various stations, littered with papers and 
notebooks and maps, while Evil teachers supervised. 

“NICE TO SEE YOU’RE ALIVE,” said Castor, glancing at Agatha, 
before baring sharp teeth at the Evers. “BUT WE AIN’T WON NOTHIN’ 
YET.” 


THE FIRST YEARS were split into workstations based on their respective 
Forest Groups, with five Evers and five Nevers at each station. At the first 
station, Group #1 hovered over a pew that had been flipped over and turned 
into a long table, heaped with dozens of maps. Agatha shuffled over, feeling 
unsure how to take the lead, but luckily she didn’t need to, because the 
students took the lead on their own. 

“Couldn’t find any current maps of Camelot Castle inside the Library of 
Virtue, but we did find this,” said a beautiful, dark-skinned Everboy tagged 
BODHI, pointing to a crusty diagram inside a very old edition of A Students 
History of the Woods. “According to this, the dungeon’s at the base of Gold 
Tower, way underground. But since the castle is built on a hill, it looks like 
the dungeon might be against the side of that hill. If this map is still correct, 
that is.” Bodhi looked up at Agatha. “That’s where you can help us. Are the 
dungeons still there?” 

Agatha tightened. “Um... not sure. I never saw them.” 

The whole team stared at her. 

“But you were at Camelot for months,” said an Everboy tagged 
LAITHAN, short and muscular, with chestnut hair and freckled skin. 

“You were the princess,” said Bodhi. 

Agatha’s neck rashed red. “Look, the dungeons are probably where 
they’ve always been, so let’s assume this map is right—” 

“That’s what I say and these Good boys tell me I’m stupid,” piped 
VALENTINA from the other end of the table. She had a high, black ponytail, 
pencil-thin eyebrows, and a breathy accent. “But I say jail must still be 
there and if jail is on side of hill, then we go to hill with shovels and pew! 
pew! pew! Tedrosito and your friends free.” 

Bodhi snorted with Laithan. “Valentina, first of all, this textbook is like 
a thousand years old and landmasses move over time.” 

“Excuse me, my family lives under a guanabana tree for a thousand 
years and guanabana tree is still there,” said Valentina. 

Laithan groaned. “Look, even if the dungeon is on the hill, there’s no 
way to pew! pew! pew! because there’s guards.” 

“Do you remember that fairy-tale famoso where the boy doesn’t save 
his friends because he’s afraid of guards?” Valentina asked. 

“No,” said Laithan, confused. 

“Exactly,” said Valentina. 


“V, I know Nevers are supposed to defend each other in front of Evers, 
but we can’t even find this hill,” said a waifish Neverboy with dyed flame- 
red hair and the name AJA floating over his head. “I tried to locate the 
dungeons with heat vision and didn’t see a thing.” 

“Heat vision?” Agatha asked. 

“My villain talent,” Aja clarified. “You know how Sophie’s special 
talent was summoning Evil? Like when she summoned those ravens at the 
Circus of Talents? She wore that amazing snakeskin cape that she stitched 
herself . . . the one that turned her invisible . . . It’s in the Exhibition of Evil 
now. I wish I could try it on, just to feel like her . . . Sorry, huuuge Sophie 
fan. Kept it low-key when she was Dean so she wouldn’t think I’m a freak, 
but I know every word of her fairy tale and I dressed as her for Halloween 
with furs and boots and seriously, she’ll be the best Queen of Camelot 
ever... . like completely iconic . . .” Aja saw Agatha’s frown. “Um. No 
offense.” 

“You were talking about heat vision,” said Agatha tersely. 

“Right. That’s my villain talent: being able to sense bodies in darkness 
—even through hard objects. So I convinced Professor Sheeks to let me 
take a stymph to Camelot at night with one of the nymphs onboard, since 
stymphs hate villains and it would have eaten me without a guard from 
Good,” Aja prattled. “We flew high above so Rhian’s men on the towers 
couldn’t see us. But if the dungeon is near the side of the hill, I should have 
been able to detect the bodies underground, and... I couldn’t see a thing.” 

“Aja, no offense, but you can’t even find the toilet in the middle of the 
night and I know that for a fact,” said Valentina, giving Agatha a sordid 
glance. (Agatha pursed her lips.) “So just because you can’t see the 
dungeon doesn’t mean it isn’t there.” 

“Honeybear, I placed top rank in Professor Sheeks’ class six challenges 
in arow,” Aja defended. 

“Because your real talent is brownnosing teachers,” said Valentina. 

Agatha couldn’t think with all this sniping, plus there was a strange 
stink wafting from Group #6 nearby. (“Smells like a skunk den on a Friday 
night!” she heard Princess Uma gasp.) 

“What about mogrification?” Agatha asked. “Can't we turn into worms 
or scorpions and sneak into the castle and find the jail?” 

“Magic doesn’t work in dungeons,” said Laithan, glancing at his 
teammates, and this time even the Evil ones agreed. He peered at Agatha. 


“You don’t know that?” 

“We’re all in Yuba’s Forest Group and he had that question on our first 
test. Seemed pretty basic,” Bodhi piled on. 

Agatha started to sweat. In times of stress, she always emerged the 
leader. But these kids were making her feel like an idiot. Fine, so she didn’t 
know where the dungeons were; when she’d lived at Camelot, she’d been 
told the castle was impenetrable. Why would she go hunting for ways to 
invade it? And why should she remember every detail from a class three 
years ago? Especially when she was tired and anxious and focused on 
saving her friends’ lives? Meanwhile, these amateurs were staring at her, so 
cocksure and poised, as if she had something to prove to them. 

Agatha stood taller. “So we don’t know exactly where the dungeon is. 
Let’s address that,” she said, the stink from Group #6 getting worse. “What 
about sneaking in as guards or maids and searching the castle? Or taking a 
cook hostage and demanding to know where the prisoners are being kept? 
What about sending a gift with a bunch of us hidden inside? Then boo, we 
attack!” 

The young Evers and Nevers shifted uncomfortably. 

“Those are really bad ideas,” said Aja. 

“For once I agree with Aja,” said Valentina. “Rhian is very smart. He’d 
suspect a bunch of lost-looking maids or a gift with things whispering 
inside like a chupacabra.” 

“Plus, the Snake has a Quest Map,” Bodhi said to Agatha. “If you get 
anywhere near that castle, he’d know.” 

Agatha bristled, feeling even more defensive than before . . . but deep 
down she knew they were right. Her plans were stupid. Yet there was no 
brilliant plan waiting for her to think of it. There was no perfect secret 
entrance or dodgy gate or magical spell that would get them into Camelot 
undetected. And even if there were, there was certainly no way to get 
Tedros, Sophie, Dovey, and nine other prisoners out. 

“PII lock this in my office for you, dear,” said Professor Anemone, 
sidling up to her and slipping Dovey’s bag off her arm. 

“No, Pll keep it with me,” Agatha batted, holding it tight. “Merlin 
ordered me not to let it out of my sight.” 

“Say no more,” her teacher replied. “Ooh, I see you’ve met the boys of 
Honor 52. Be strict with Bodhi and Laithan. Don’t let them flirt their way 
out of trouble. You’re their commander now.” 


“The teachers’ commander too,” said Princess Uma, approaching. 
“We’re here to help you. And my animals will join the fight.” 

“As will the wolves and fairies,” said Yuba the Gnome, waddling up to 
them. “And don’t forget the rest of the fourth years: Ravan, Vex, and a few 
others are in the clinic, recovering from the Battle of the Four Point, while 
the remainder of the class are on their way back to school from their various 
quest sites. You have a whole army at your service, Agatha. But my Forest 
Group just told me you’ve yet to decide on a plan. Think harder, my girl. 
Camelot isn’t just your home; it’s your domain. You know its weaknesses, 
along with the new king’s. Somewhere inside you, you know how to rescue 
your friends. Somewhere inside, you have the plan. And now we need to 
hear it.” 

Heads poked up from workstations, all eyes on Camelot’s princess. The 
theater went as quiet as a church on Halloween. 

“The plan?” Agatha’s voice came out a croak. She cleared her throat, 
hoping it would magically produce a strategy. “Yes. Um—” 

“YOU SMELLY HOUSE APES!” 

Everyone turned to see Castor kicking two boys’ rumps at Station #6. 
“DOVEY’S IN PRISON, KING'S ’BOUT TO DIE, AND YOU’RE 
MAKIN’ DUNGBOMBS!” 

“Flaming dungbombs!” a puny blond named BERT pipped. 

“Smell Missiles!” a fellow blond named BEcKETT added. “The perfect 
weapon!” 

“PLL SHOW YOU THE PERFECT WEAPON!” Castor swiped a 
newspaper off the Group #6 table and thrashed both boys with it. “ONE 
MORE DUNGBOMB AND IT’S THE DOOM ROOM!” 

“We’re Evers!” Bert and Beckett protested. 

“EVEN BETTER!” Castor barked, walloping them harder. 

Noxious fumes spread out of control, sending groups ducking for cover. 
Agatha seized on the distraction and hustled to Group #6’s table, where a 
boy and girl were poring over the newspapers Castor hadn’t swiped, 
undeterred by Bert and Beckett’s stink-plot. 

These two look clever, Agatha thought. Maybe they’ve found something 
I havent. 

“Welcome to Forest Group #6,” said a bald, ghostly Everboy named 
DEVAN with dark eyebrows and sculpted cheekbones. “Pleasure to be in 


your company, Princess Agatha. You are as regal and lovely as your fairy 
tale promised.” 

“She has a boyfriend, Devan,” said a dark Nevergirl with ice-blue hair, 
matching eyes, and a choker strung with mini-skulls. Her name tag read 
LARALISA. She slipped her hand around Devan’s waist. “And you’re spoken 
for too, so don’t lay it on too thick.” 

Agatha’s eyes widened at the sight of an Ever and a Never so brazenly 
dating (Lady Lesso tried to murder Tedros and Sophie when they’d done it), 
but now Devan was pushing one of the newspapers towards her across the 
overturned pew. 

“Take a look at today’s Camelot Courier,” he said. 

Agatha scanned the front page— 


IDENTITY OF SNAKE STILL IN QUESTION 


Castle Refuses to Comment on the Face Under the Mask 


SNAKE’S BODY MISSING, SAYS CRYPTKEEPER 
Garden of Good & Evil Has No Reports of Snake’s Burial 


DOUBTS RAISED ABOUT KING’S NEW LIEGE 
Where Was Japeth When the Snake Was on the Loose? 


Laralisa dropped another paper on top. “Now look at the Royal Rot.” 
Agatha hunched over Camelot’s colorful tabloid, known for its 
ludicrous conspiracy theories and outright lies. 


CRYPTKEEPER DEBUNKED! 


Snake’s Burial Confirmed in Necro Ridge 


JAPETH REVEALS 
“My Brother Stopped Me from Fighting the Snake 
—Rhian Wanted to Protect Me!” 


COURIER OF LIES 
80% OF STORIES PROVEN FALSE! 


“The usual horsecrap,” muttered Agatha. “But it doesn’t matter. No one 
in Camelot will ever believe a word the Rot says, no matter what Rhian has 
them print.” 

“Tt’s not the people of Camelot we’re worried about,” said Laralisa. 

She slid a few more papers in front of Agatha. 


THE NETHERWOOD VILLAIN DIGEST 
CAMELOT DISPUTES CRYPTKEEPER! 
Snake Buried in Necro Ridge! 


THE MALABAR HILLS MIRROR 
KING RHIAN VINDICATED 
Snake’s Body Verified in Secret Tomb! 


THE PIFFLEPAFF POST 
KEEPER OF LIES! Snake’s Body Found in Garden of Good & 
Evil 


“Rhian’s fingerprints are all over this,” said Laralisa. “He knows the 
Courier is onto him. So he’s making sure the other kingdoms parrot his 
lies.” 

“And the other kingdoms go along with it because they trust anything 
Rhian says,” Agatha realized. “In their eyes, he killed the Snake. He killed a 
deadly villain attacking their kingdoms. He saved them. The people of the 
Woods don’t know it’s a lie. They don’t know he’s playing them for fools. 
The Storian knows and we know.” 

“And the Courier’s getting close,” said Laralisa. “But Rhian’s 
discredited the Storian, he’s discredited Tedros, he’s discredited you, he’s 
discredited the school, and now he’s discrediting the Courier. Even if we 
did have proof to show the people that the Snake is still alive—and we dont 
—no one would listen to us.” 

“Courier might not even be around long enough to back us up,” Devan 
noted, pulling open its pages. “They’re on the run, printing in secret, and 
Rhian’s men are hunting their reporters. And the more they’re on the run, 
the more they’re grasping at straws. Look at these headlines. It’s like 
something out of the Rot.” 


MESSAGE IN BOTTLE FOUND: “SNAKE IS STILL 
ALIVE!” 


MISTRAL SISTERS HIRED AS KING’S ADVISORS? 
SIGHTING THROUGH CASTLE WINDOW 


PRINCESS SOPHIE SECRETLY TRADES FOR FRIEND’S 
RELEASE 


Agatha quickly honed in on this last story. 


Until now, the people of the Woods believed that Lionsmane 
was the pen of the King. Indeed, at his coronation, King Rhian made 
it clear that unlike the Storian, which was controlled by shadowy 
magic, his pen could be trusted. His pen would care about all 
people, rich or poor, young or old, Good or Evil—just like he cared 
about all people when he saved them from the Snake. 

But according to an anonymous source, last night Princess 
Sophie and King Rhian struck an unusual deal over a dinner of fish 
soup and pistachio cake. The deal was this: Sophie would be the one 
to write Lionsmane’s tales, not Rhian. And in return, Sophie’s friend 
and former suitor, Hort of Bloodbrook, would be set free from the 
Camelot dungeons. 

Our source offered no reason for this deal, but made it clear: it’s 
the princess who is composing Lionsmane’s words, not the king. 

What does this mean? First, it means King Rhian lied about 
Lionsmane being his pen, since Sophie writes its tales. At the same 
time, Tedros loyalists have been hoping Sophie is secretly still on 
Tedros’ side and working against the new king. But if Sophie is 
writing Lionsmane’s messages, then those hopes are misguided and 
she is firmly behind the king’s agenda. 


Agatha’s heart thumped harder. 

On the one hand, the story couldn’t be true. Sophie would never write 
Lionsmane’s tales. She would never promote a phony king’s propaganda. 
She would certainly never eat cake. 


And yet, as much as she dreaded doing interviews with the Courier and 
its invasive reporters . . . the Courier never lied. And then there was that 
curious phrase—“a deal was struck”—which seemed to stand out on the 
page... 

As the dung fumes cleared and Devan and Laralisa conferred with 
fellow group members Rowan, Draco, and MALI, who had returned to the 
table, Agatha found herself wandering to the back of the theater. She gazed 
out into the Evers’ foyer and its glass sundome overhead, Lionsmane’s 
message about young Hristo glowing gold in the sky. 

Agatha read the message again and again and again. 

Until she was quite sure. 

There was something off about it. 

Not the story or language or tone . . . but something. 

Something that told her the story in the Courier was true. That Sophie 
had written this message. That she was up to something, even if Agatha 
didn’t know what it was yet. 

The Courier had assumed the worst, of course. No one in their right 
mind would trust Sophie to risk herself for Tedros, a boy who’d rejected her 
again and again. 

But Agatha trusted her. 

Which meant that even with Sophie under a king’s eye, facing mortal 
danger, and a pawn of the enemy, she was still fighting for her friends. 

And here Agatha was, free and clear, with a school full of students 
ready to serve her, and nothing to show for it except sweaty palms and a 
nervous rash. Meanwhile, without direction, the groups around her seemed 
to be losing their way. Group #8’s Evers and Nevers were having a loud 
row over whether they should kill or wound Rhian when they found him; 
Group #3 was debating whether Merlin was alive or dead; Group #7 battled 
with a hairy, three-eyed Never named Bossam, who insisted Rhian was a 
better king than Tedros; Group #4 heatedly argued over a diagram of 
Arthur’s family tree... 

Agatha felt even more useless watching these upstarts, so passionate 
and engaged, while she continued to flag, her body sleepy, hungry, and 
Dovey’s infernal bag still on her arm, weighing her down— 

Bag. 

Agatha froze. 

Something sparked inside her, like a torch in the night. 


Lionsmane’s message. Now she knew why it was off. 

“When’s the execution?” she asked, rushing back to Group #6. 

Devan fidgeted. “Uh, you mean...” 

“My boyfriend’s execution. Yes. When is it?” Agatha pressed. 

“Saturday,” said Laralisa. “But the wedding festivities start today with 
the Blessing at Camelot’s church.” 

“And the events are open to the public?” Agatha asked. 

Devan looked at his girlfriend. “Um, as far as we kno—” 

Agatha spun to the other groups. “Listen here!” 

Students kept arguing at their stations. 

Agatha’s fingertip seared gold and she shot a comet through the hall. “I 
said listen here.” 

Evers and Nevers lurched to attention. 

“Tedros’ execution will take place at Sophie and Rhian’s wedding in 
less than a week,” Agatha announced. “There’|l be events leading up to the 
wedding. Forest Group #6, you’ll be leaving to attend the Blessing shortly.” 

Devan, Laralisa, and the rest of their team gaped at each other. 

“Um... what are we doing there?” Devan asked. 

“While they’re at the Blessing, Group #1, you’ll go to the dungeons,” 
Agatha continued. 

Bodhi snorted. Laithan, Valentina, Aja, and the rest of their group 
looked equally incredulous. 

“You just talked to us about how we don’t know where the dungeons 
are,” said Bodhi. 

“Or how to get in,” said Laithan. 

“And they’re not trained in combat yet,” Professor Espada added. 

“Nor in death traps,” said Professor Manley, stalking into the theater. 

“Nor in animal communication,” said Princess Uma. 

“Nor in talent manipulation,” said Professor Sheeks. 

“NOR IN BASIC COMMON SENSE,” said Castor. 

“How can they possibly go to the dungeons if they don’t know where 
they are? How will they elude the guards?” Professor Anemone asked, 
wringing her hands. 

“Magic,” said Agatha. 

“They’ve had two days of magic lessons,” Manley scoffed. 

“More than enough,” Agatha replied. 


Valentina raised her hand. “Excuse me, Miss Princess Agatha? Didn’t 
you hear us before? Magic doesn’t work in dungeons—” 

“Which means we can’t get to Tedros or Professor Dovey or anyone 
else,” Aja agreed. “There’s zero way for us to break in.” 

“You’re not supposed to break in,” Agatha answered calmly. 

She smiled at the bewildered faces and held Professor Dovey’s crystal 
ball tighter at her side... 

“You’re supposed to break them out.” 


-8a 
HORT 
Someday My Weasel Will Come 


Wehen Hort was a child, a pirate boy named Dabo used to bully him by 
roping him to a tree and putting things down his pants. Roaches, leeches, 
ants, cat poo, spiders, pee-filled snow, and once a stolen hawk egg, which 
the mother hawk came for, leaving Hort with ten stitches in his thigh. 

But none of this compared to the sheer torture of having one of the 
Snake’s slimy, sticky eels worm down his shirt, probing every inch of skin. 





Hort stood stiffly in the corner of Sophie’s bedroom, clad in a poofy, ill- 
fitting white tunic and matching harem pants that he had to double-knot so 
they wouldn’t fall down. He focused on the sounds of the bath running and 
Sophie’s faint humming as the eel roamed over his chest. He tried not to 
scream. 

His release from the dungeons had come with a price. A scim stuck to 
him like a parasite. A sliver of the Snake’s body melded onto his own, 
spying on his every move— 


“Hey!” Hort snarled, snatching the scim as it slithered into his pants. 
The eel hissed and stabbed his thumb, drawing a drop of blood, before it 
hopped up Hort’s flank and neck and curled around his ear. 

“Dirty little bugger,” Hort murmured, sucking his thumb. He wanted to 
grab the little leech and smash it and grind it to a pulp, but he knew another 
scim would replace it. If he was lucky. More likely he’d be killed or thrown 
back in the dungeons. 

Morning sun frayed through the window and Hort rubbed his eyes. He’d 
been freed from his cell last night by the Snake— who, upon hearing his 
brother had made a deal with Sophie to set Hort free, had taken it upon 
himself to do the freeing, for the sole purpose of tormenting Tedros into 
thinking it was the prince that Sophie had released. Then the Snake had 
dragged Hort out of the dungeons, slapped him with a surveilling scim, and 
whisked him straight to a servant’s quarters the size of a closet, where he’d 
been locked in the dark. At dawn, Hort had been jolted awake by guards, 
fitted in this billowing uniform like a discount genie, and brought to the 
queen’s chamber, sleepless and filthy, and told to wait for his new 
“Mistress” to emerge from her bath. 

Why did Sophie pick me? he wondered now. 

She could have picked anyone. Tedros. Hester. She could have picked 
Dovey. She could have picked the Dean. 

Does she need me for something only I can do? 

Is she sacrificing me so the others can live? 

His blood pumped hotter. 

Or... did she choose to save me first? 

The scim moved and Hort remembered it was there. Only Sophie could 
make him forget about a monster on his ear. 

He blushed hotter and sniffed his armpits. Blech. Maybe he could ask to 
use the bath after she was finished. He’d need to be quick. The Blessing 
was in less than an hour and as her new “steward,” he’d been tasked with 
getting her ready, even though he had no idea what that meant. 

Hort glanced around the vast room, suddenly ashimmer in sunlight. 
Everything looked freshly remodeled: the blue marble tiles with Lion 
emblems, the silk wallpaper textured with gold Lions, the flawless gem- 
crusted mirrors, and a clean white settee stitched with a gold Lion’s head. 

All that time playing Tedros’ loyal knight, Hort snorted, thinking of 
Rhian’s perfectly honed act. Almost made him feel sorry for Tedros. 


Almost. 

The scim started creeping down his neck again. 

Hort could hear the bathwater draining. His thoughts turned to Sophie in 
the bath and he bit down on the inside of his cheek. He had a girlfriend 
now, who was pretty and smart and fun, and when you have a girlfriend, 
you’re not supposed to think about other girls, especially girls in bathtubs 
and girls who you’ve obsessed about for three years. He tried to distract 
himself with details of the room but found his eyes moving to Sophie’s 
bed . . . the silky, rumpled sheets . . . the tin of hazelnuts on the night 
table... the cup of tea and vial of untouched honey .. . the red lipstick on 
the edge of the cup... 

The doors opened behind him and two young maids in white uniforms 
that matched the color of his own entered the queen’s chamber, lugging 
heaps of garment bags. Hort hustled to help and saw each bag was branded 
with VON ZARACHIN FABRICS as he hauled them into his arms and laid 
them over the settee. He turned to the maids, but they were already 
shuffling back through the doors, heads down and faces hidden by their 
bonnets. 

“Are those my dresses from Madame Clothilde? Thank goodness,” 
Sophie said, sweeping out of the bathroom in a pink robe, a towel turbaned 
around her head, as she barely gave Hort a glance. “Madame Clothilde Von 
Zarachin is the empress of fashion in the Woods. All the best princesses are 
wearing her clothes. Madame Clothilde even designed Evelyn Sader’s 
gown, you know, the one made out of those spying blue butterflies. Nearly 
killed us all our second year, but c’est magnifique, wasn’t it? Last night I 
wrote Madame in a panic, begging her to send me something to wear for the 
Blessing, and given my new position, she naturally obliged. She warned it 
would be prohibitively expensive, but I told her Rhian would pay, whatever 
the cost. He and his brother have lost all right to clothe me after last night. 
Not just because the dress they gave me was gruesome (though I certainly 
made it more chic), but because it gave me hives, Hort. As soon as I got 
back to my room, it started burning my skin like it was made of fire ants. 
You know how allergic I am to cheap fabric. In any case, I got the dress off 
before it did any real damage and smoked it to a crisp.” She watched the 
last shreds of it smolder in the fireplace. “No, no, no, I won’t wear anything 
of their mother’s ever again. They needn’t even bring up the idea. Is that 
clear? Hort?” 


She glared at Hort for the first time. 

Hort blinked. “Um.” 

Only now he saw that Sophie wasn’t glaring at him, but at the scim on 
his neck, as if her entire monologue had been delivered for its benefit. She 
fluttered over to the settee. “Now let’s find something appropriate for 
church—” 

Hort stepped in her path. “Sophie. What am I doing here?” 

Sophie locked eyes with him. “First of all, it’s ‘Mistress’ Sophie, since 
you are my steward now. Second, I don’t know what you are ‘doing’ other 
than idling about in poor-fitting pajamas and smelling like a gorilla, but 
what you are supposed to be doing is helping me prepare for my first 
wedding event.” 

“Look, no one’s here—get this thing off me—” Hort demanded, 
pointing at his scim. 

“Help me open boxes . . . I’m going to be late... ,” Sophie puffed. 

“I don’t care! Sophie, you need to—” 

Sophie shot a pink spark past Hort’s ear with her lit finger and the scim 
on his neck swiveled towards the door, just long enough for Sophie to 
mouth at Hort: “IT CAN HEAR.” 

Hort swallowed. 

“How about this?” Sophie said brightly, holding up a brilliant blue sari, 
stitched with peacock feathers. “It”1l make the Blessing feel more worldly 

Eight gold scims tore through it like arrows, ripping it to shreds. 

Sophie and Hort spun to see Japeth enter in the gold-and-blue suit he’d 
worn at Rhian’s coronation, before the eight gold scims circled back and 
fused into his suit. Rhian’s twin had a black eye, gashes in his forehead and 
cheeks, and there were several rips in his shirt, bloody skin exposed 
underneath. 

“That is what you will be wearing to the Blessing,” he said to Sophie. 

Sophie followed his eyes to the fireplace .. . 

... where a prim, ruffled white frock lay over the cold coals. 

Sophie recoiled in shock. 

“That is what you will wear every day,” said Japeth. “That is your 
uniform. And if you choose to desecrate my mother’s dress again, I will 
desecrate you in precisely the same manner.” 


Sophie’s eyes were still on the dress. “B-b-but I burnt it! To ashes, right 
there. There was nothing left... How can it be back...” 

Meanwhile, Hort was gawking at Japeth, who looked like he’d been 
mauled by a tiger. Japeth returned a glare and morphed into his black Snake 
suit, the skintight scims revealing even more clearly the bloody rips in his 
armor. 

“Protests to support Tedros,” he explained. “Put up a fight, those dogs. 
Could have used the king’s help, but he was too busy making deals to let 
prisoners free.” He wiped blood from his lip. “Didn’t matter in the end. 
There was nothing left of ’em.” He peered down at his own battered 


body . . . then turned to Sophie, who was still gazing at the fireplace. 
Japeth’s eyes sparked ominously. 
“Like it never happened... ,” he said. 


He made a sharp move for the princess. Sophie saw him coming. 

“Don’t touch her!” Hort yelled, streaking for the Snake— 

Japeth seized Sophie’s palm and slit it open with a scim, before he 
smeared her hand over his chest and face in a single move. 

Hort froze, shell-shocked. 

The Snake quivered; he tilted his head back in pain, his jaw flexing, as 
Sophie’s blood spread over his wounds and magically healed him, his face 
and body restored. 

Hort swallowed a shriek. 

“Now, then. How about a tea?” the Snake said, smiling at Sophie. “I’m 
making some for my brother. We’re particular about our tea.” 

Sophie stared at him. 

“Tell settle your nerves,” said Japeth, reverting to his gold-and-blue suit, 
shiny and clean. His grin widened. “First wedding event and all.” 

“No thank you,” Sophie rasped. 

“Suit yourself,” said Japeth. “Meet us in the Throne Room. You’! ride 
with us to the church.” 

His eyes flicked to Hort. “You too, steward.” 

Japeth strode out of the room and as he did, a last scim floated off his 
suit, dangled high in the air... and harpooned through Madame Clothilde’s 
garment bags, up and down, right and left, zigging and zagging until they 
were shot through with holes. The scim moseyed after its master, the door 
closing softly behind it. 

Silence filled the queen’s chamber. 


The eel on Hort’s neck zipped over to the settee and found a garment 
bag that had slipped between cushions and stabbed it repeatedly, gurgling 
and grunting to itself. 

Slowly, Hort turned to Sophie, who stood in the center of the room, her 
palm cut open, dripping blood onto her bathrobe. 

He noticed a shallower cut on the same hand next to the open gash. 

Japeth had done this to her before. 

Hort’s stomach curled. 

What the hell? 

How could her blood heal him? 

What did I just see? 

Sophie looked at him, lost and scared. 

If she’d had a plan in getting him out, she’d lost faith in it. 

Help, her eyes said. 

Only Hort had no way to help. Not until she told him why she’d picked 
him over everyone else. Not until she told him what was going on. 

Hort waited until the scim was well-distracted, continuing to tear up 
Sophie’s new clothes. Carefully Hort raised his lit finger and wrote in tiny 
smoke letters that dissipated as they formed... 


AMI 


Sophie glanced over at the eel, stabbing and gurgling. Then she wrote 
Hort back. 








At first he didn’t understand. 

But then he did. 

Sophie had waited her whole life for love. 

“Someday my prince will come,” she’d wished. 

She’d kissed a lot of frogs. 

Some had tried to marry her. Some had tried to kill her. 

But no one loved her. Not in the right way. 

Except him. 

And Sophie knew it. 

She knew Hort loved her. That he would always love her, no matter 
what terrible things she’d done to him, no matter how many awful boys 
she’d snogged, no matter whether he had a beautiful, awesome girlfriend or 
not. She knew that even with his heart pledged to Nicola, Hort would help 
her. That if she could just get him out of jail, he’d never let anything happen 
to her. 

And now here he was, sprung from the dungeons to join her in taking on 
a creep king and his bloodsucking liege. 

That’s why Sophie picked him. 

To be her second. To be her liege in this fight. 

Hort’s muscles twitched. 

No Agatha to show him up this time. 

No Tedros to humiliate him. 

No one but him. 

Hort’s fists sealed like rocks. 

This was his chance to be a hero. 


His one and only chance. 
And he intended to take it. 


AS HE ACCOMPANIED Sophie through the Blue Tower hall, Hort slipped his 
hand in his pocket and felt the sticky nuts clumped together. 

He’d stolen them while Sophie was changing in the bathroom. Two 
hazelnuts, which he’d smothered in honey and hidden in his big genie pants 
while his scim finished massacring Madame Clothilde’s creations. He’d 
used a pebble coated in tree sap when he’d taken his revenge on Dabo, the 
pirate bully, but today, hazelnuts and honey would have to do. If all went 
according to plan, Rhian would be dead before the Blessing. 

He glanced over at Sophie, but she wasn’t looking at him, her hands 
folded in front of her prudish white dress, which she’d worn as Japeth 
commanded. Blood stained the bandage around her palm, getting redder by 
the second. Hort could tell she was still shaken by what the Snake had done 
to her: not because of her unsteady walk or her empty gaze or her poorly 
wrapped bandage . . . but because of her shoes. She’d worn flat, dull 
slippers with as much style as Agatha’s clumps. 

His hand grazed hers, which felt stone cold. 

Hort wanted to comfort her .. . to tell her he had a plan... . but his 
spying eel was around his ear again, back at attention. 

Meanwhile, he could feel guilt gnawing at him, as if he was cheating on 
Nicola by being here with Sophie. 

Don't be an idiot. Nicola would want him to do anything it took to save 
his friends. And it’s not like he was trying to make Sophie his girlfriend. 
Those days were over. He had Nic now: a girl who loved him for who he 
was, unlike Sophie, who’d never thought he was good enough. Well, soon 
he’d have the last laugh. Because he was going to show Sophie he was good 
enough ... Just in a strictly platonic way. 

He saw a maid approaching, older than the ones in Sophie’s room— 

Hort startled. 

Guinevere. 

Her lips were sealed by a scim like the one on his ear. Which meant she 
too was under the king’s eye. 

But there was something else, Hort noticed. Something near her ear. 
Something tiny and purple tucked deep in her white hair that the scim on 
her mouth couldn't see... A flower. Tedros’ mother never wore jewelry or 


makeup, let alone flowers in her hair, let alone while captive in a murderer’s 
castle— 

But by the time he could get a good look at it, Guinevere was already 
past them, giving Hort and Sophie only a cursory glance. 

Hort refocused, hewing to Sophie’s side as they neared the staircase at 
the end of the hall. Now wasn’t the time to worry about Tedros’ mother or 
what she was up to. 

Rhian’s waiting, he thought, nuts rubbing in his pocket. You’ll only get 
one chance. 

But as they neared the top of the staircase, Sophie paused over the 
banister. 

Hort followed her eyes to the ground floor. 

Rhian sat on King Arthur’s throne, clutching a mug as he perused a 
large box of green marbles, holding up each one and peering into it like a 
spyglass. From overhead, Hort could see the copper gleam of his close-cut 
hair and a jagged scar across the top of his skull. Steam curled off Rhian’s 
tea and rose over Arthur’s gold throne, Camelot’s crest carved into the back 
and Lion claws at the end of its arms. The throne occupied an elevated 
stage, leading down short steps to the rest of the Throne Room. Behind the 
king, blue sky framed him like a canvas through floor-to-ceiling glass, 
beyond which Hort could see a gold message in the sky from Rhian’s phony 
pen, about a boy named Hristo who wanted to be Rhian’s knight. At the 
king’s feet lay a colossal rug, stretching down the steps, the fabric stitched 
like a painted tapestry, depicting the scene of... 

Rhian’s coronation, Hort realized, leaning over the rail. 

In rococo hues of blue and gold, Rhian triumphantly pulled Excalibur 
from the stone, while Tedros, sewn with a gnarled body and ogre’s face, 
was forced to his knees by guards. In the foreground, the people of Camelot 
cheered. Sophie was in the scene too, hands clasped, a loving smile on her 
face as she watched her new husband-to-be. 

The scene looked so perfectly rendered, so real, that Hort had to remind 
himself that it hadn’t happened that way at all. 

He glanced at Sophie, who was staring listlessly at the rug, as if the lie 
might as well be the truth. 

Hort scanned the room for Rhian’s twin. The Snake was nowhere to be 
seen. 

But Rhian wasn’t alone. 


Those three strange sisters that Hort had seen released from jail lurked 
at the base of the steps beneath the stage, cloaked in shadow. Two pirate 
guards in helmets and full armor stood on either side of them. 

The sisters seemed tense, their bare feet twitching, as they watched 
Rhian gaze into each green marble in the box. 

“These are the RSVPs to the wedding,” he said. “Many rulers sent 
messages, showing me how excited their kingdoms are about their new king 
and queen.” With a lit finger, he floated a handful of green marbles into the 
air, which cast smoky green projections of scenes from around the Woods: 
magic carpets departing in Shazabah from a station labeled “WEDDING 
TOURS,” with mile-long lines of passengers waiting their turn; a beachside 
congregation in Ooty, where thousands gathered to watch Lionsmane’s new 
tale glow against the northern lights; a fierce competition in Maidenvale to 
see who would represent the kingdom in the Circus of Talents; young 
Hristo’s beaming classmates in Malabar Hills, holding a sign: “FRIENDS 
OF HRISTO, FUTURE KNIGHT.” 

“Every kingdom in the Endless Woods accepted the invitation,” said 
Rhian. “Every single one.” 

Then he held up a red marble from the box. 

“Except this one.” 

His eyes lowered to the three hags. “And its leader was kind enough to 
send a message too.” 

A projection leapt out of the ball in Rhian’s hand, with a greasy, bearded 
man glaring daggers at the king. 

Hort’s and Sophie’s eyes widened, recognizing him at once. 

“Tm sorry to decline your invitation, Your Highness,” the Sheriff of 
Nottingham said, “but as long as my daughter is in your dungeons, Camelot 
is an enemy of Nottingham.” He loomed closer in the projection. “By the 
way, strange coincidence, isn’t it, that the man who robbed my prison and 
freed the Snake is now the captain of your guard. Kei’s his name, isn’t it? 
Why would he want to go freeing the Snake? Hmm? One thing I do know: 
you robbed me... and soon I’ll rob you.” 

The message flew back into the marble, which rolled out of Rhian’s 
hand and clinked gently into the box. 

The king looked at the three sisters. “You have one job. To keep the 
kingdoms on my side until the wedding. All the kingdoms. And you can’t 
even do that.” 


The low-voiced sister cleared her throat. “Just release Dot and the 
problem will disappear. Sheriff won’t cause trouble once she’s free.” 

“I agree with Alpa,” said the high-pitched one. “You don’t need her. 
Dot’s dumb as a slug. That’s how we sprung Japeth out of prison. By using 
her.” 

“Bethna’s right,” the hissy third nodded. “Nip the problem in the bud. 
The girl’s useless to you.” 

Rhian took a sip of tea. “I see. A leader of a kingdom threatens to attack 
me and you’d like to kindly return his daughter.” 

The three hags shifted on bony legs like egrets. 

The king turned to a guard. “Send a team to kill the Sheriff. Make it 
look like supporters of Tedros did it.” Then he gazed darkly at the sisters. 
“As for you, I’d think long and hard about what happens to advisors whose 
advice a king no longer takes. Get out.” 

The three hags sunk their heads and skittered from the room. 

As they exited, Kei hustled in and blew past the pirate guards— 

“Sire,” he said. “Today’s Camelot Courier.” 

Rhian took it from his captain. 

From the balcony, Hort could see the front page headline: 


AGATHA SAFE AT SCHOOL FOR GOOD AND EVIL 
Leading a Rebel Army Against “King” Rhian 


“A real captain would be catching Agatha instead of giving me old 
news,” said the king. “Japeth’s map already told me she’d made it to school. 
Lucky for you and your men, no one outside Camelot will believe it and 
you’ll have her in my dungeons soon enou—” He saw Kei’s expression. 
“What is it?” 

Kei handed over two more newspapers. 


THE NOTTINGHAM NEWS 
AGATHA SAFE AT SCHOOL! STIRRING A REBEL 
ARMY? 


THE SHERWOOD FOREST REPORT 
AGATHA LIVES! REAL QUEEN OF CAMELOT LEADING 
ARMY AGAINST RHIAN! 


Loud cracks detonated behind him and Rhian turned to see a hawk 
rapping on the glass with its beak, a scroll in its talons and a royal collar 
around its neck. Then a collared crow flew up next to the hawk with its own 
scroll... then a fairy . . . then a hummingbird . . . then a winged 
monkey . . . all unfurling notes against the glass. 

“Messages from your allies, sire,” said the guard closest to the window. 
“They want to know if the Blessing will be secure, given rumors of a ‘rebel 
army.’” 

Rhian bared his teeth, turning on Kei. “Catch that witch now!” 

“The magical barrier around the school is stronger than we thought,” 
Kei defended. “We’ve recruited the best sorcerers from other kingdoms, 
trying to find one who can break through—” 

But suddenly Hort wasn’t listening anymore. He was staring at Rhian’s 
tea mug, abandoned on the seat of the throne, directly under the balcony. 

This was his chance. 

As the scim curled around his right ear, Hort slowly slipped his hand 
into his left pocket, out of the eel’s view. 

Standing to Hort’s left, Sophie felt his hand brush her hip. She glanced 
down and saw him draw two hazelnuts out of his pants, globbed in honey. 
Her eyes flew to Hort’s. But he didn’t look at her as he leaned across the 
railing on his right elbow, hung his left hand over the balcony . . . and 
smoothly released the clumped nuts. 

They plunked deep into the mug of tea with the cleanest of splashes. 

Sophie goggled at Hort, but the scim on Hort’s ear had curled around, 
sensing something afoot, and Sophie quickly pretended to fix Hort’s collar. 
“You know what? The king seems busy,” she said to her steward, with a 
loaded look. “Let’s go back to our chamber and let him enjoy his tea.” 

“Yes, mistress,” Hort said, stifling a grin. 

As they started walking, Hort could see Rhian still chastising Kei below. 

“You got my brother out of prison, out of the Sheriff’s enchanted sack, 
and now you can’t break into a school?” the king seethed. “You and I are a 
team. We’ve been a team since the beginning. But if you’re going to be the 
weak link, especially after I took you back—” 

Kei reddened. “Rhian, I’m trying—” 

The king lifted a finger and Lionsmane flew out of his pocket and lined 
up in front of Kei’s brown eye, the pen’s razor-tip caressing his pupil like a 
target. 


“Try harder, captain,” said the king, needling the pen even closer. 

Kei’s voice came out strangled. “Yes, sire.” 

“Guards!” Rhian called, summoning Lionsmane back into hand. “Bring 
me Sophie.” 

Spooked, Sophie sped her pace down the hall, but Hort’s eel bolted off 
him and over the balcony, letting out a piercing shriek. 

Rhian’s eyes flicked to the second floor, where the black scim had 
blocked Sophie’s path, pointing at the princess’s head like an arrow. 


A SHORT WHILE later, Sophie paced on the throne stage, gazing at her work, 
glowing hot pink in midair. 

A pirate stood onstage, hand on his sword, his dark helmeted eyes 
moving warily between Hort and Sophie. 

Sophie tapped her glowing pink fingertip to her lips, rereading her 
words— 


Agatha has been caught! Another traitor of Camelot, brought down 
by the Lion. Do not believe other reports. 


“Not quite right,” Sophie murmured. 

Hort studied her from one side of the stage steps, while Rhian watched 
her from the other. 

Sophie turned to Rhian. “Are you sure this is wise? You said Lionsmane 
is supposed to rival the Storian. To ‘inspire’ and ‘give hope.’ Not be the 
king’s mouthpiece.” 

“I choose the stories. You write them,” said Rhian curtly. 

“Plus, the Storian reports facts,” Sophie argued. “So far Lionsmane’s 
stories have been true, distorted as they are. But this is a lie that can be 
found out—” 

“When your dear friend Agatha is being tortured in our dungeons, we 
can finish this conversation,” said the king. 

Sophie stiffened and went back to work. 

Hort, meanwhile, had fantasies of bashing Rhian’s head like a ripe 
pumpkin. Comparatively, Sophie was handling the situation quite well, he 
thought. He knew how much she cared about Agatha. Touting her own 
friend’s demise couldn’t be easy. 

He glanced furtively at the mug of tea on Rhian’s throne, growing cold. 


He saw Sophie glance over at it too and meet his eyes for a half-second. 

“Drat’s your name, isn’t it?” Rhian asked, sidling against Hort. 

Hort wanted to knee the sleazy, lying scum in the crown jewels or at 
least tell him to back the hell up, but he controlled himself. 

“Tt’s Hort, Your Highness. And thank you for generously allowing me to 
serve in your castle.” 

“Mmhmm,” said Rhian. “Though you won’t serve long if you keep 
smelling like a sewer. Do us all some good and learn to bathe. I’m not sure 
that’s something they teach you in fairy-tale school.” 

Hort clenched his teeth. Rhian knew full well why he stank. He just 
wanted to bully Hort the way he’d bullied Tedros. It’s why Rhian was 
pressed hard against him, so Hort could feel his biceps, bigger than his own. 
Hort himself had been jacked with muscle until he’d left on this quest, but 
he hadn’t lifted weights in weeks and he’d started to whittle back down to a 
weasel’s frame. It hadn’t bothered him much, since Nicola liked the old, 
scrawny Hort she’d read about in books. But it bothered him now. 

“Truth is, when Sophie chose you, I couldn’t remember you at all,” said 
Rhian. “Had to flip back through Sophie’s fairy tale to see who you were. 
Easy to get you and Dot confused, since you’re both deadweight. But 
you're the one who Sophie wanted free, so here you are... for now.” The 
king turned to Hort, hardening to stone. “One wrong move and I'll carve 
out your heart.” 

Hort didn’t give him the satisfaction of a response. He could see Sophie 
pretending to work, but he knew she was listening. The color had returned 
to her cheeks, as if her spirit had revived. As if she was brewing a plan... 
Her eyes darted back to the tea on the king’s throne. 

“Surprised she picked you,” Rhian baited Hort. “From what I read, 
you’re the boy she never wanted.” 

“Surprised you’re still alive, Your Highness,” said Hort. 

“Oh, is that why she picked you? Because you’re going to kill me?” 
Rhian attacked, eyes flashing. 

Hort looked at him quizzically. “No, Your Highness. I meant that 
Willam and Bogden predicted you’d be dead by now. That you’d have an 
accident before the Blessing. Saw it in their tarot cards down in the 
dungeons. And they’re never wrong.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous, Hort,” Sophie said, turning. “Those two couldn’t 
predict a storm if they were in the middle of one.” She peered at Hort 


intently, as if reading his mind, before looking at the king. “Bogden was my 
student and failed all of his classes and Willam is an altar boy who I once 
caught having a passionate conversation with a peony bush. If those two are 
‘seers,’ then I’m the Bearded Lady of Hajira.” She turned back to her work. 
“Oh yes, I see what’s missing.” She revised with her pink glow— 


Celebrate! Rogue Agatha has been caught! Yet another enemy of 
Camelot, brought down by the Lion. Scoff at all other reports. There 
is only one army: the Lion’s Army. And it is made of you: the 
people of the Woods! Live under the Lion and you will be safe 
forever. 


“There. Ready to post,” Sophie said, itching at her starchy white dress. 
“You know, the writing process is strangely fulfilling. Challenges every part 
of you.” She picked Rhian’s mug of tea off the throne, handed it to the 
guard onstage, and sank down onto the golden seat. “Even if it’s in the 
service of pure fiction.” 

Hort tracked the mug in the guard’s hands, waiting for Sophie to make 
her move . . . but instead, she reclined against the throne, looking 
increasingly at ease, as Rhian inspected her work. Lionsmane floated out of 
the king’s pocket, the gold pen hovering next to him, waiting for him to 
approve Sophie’s message. 

Rhian kept rereading it. 

“Tf you think you can do better, you’re welcome to try,” Sophie mused. 

“Just seeing if you’ve hidden anything inside of it,” the king growled. 
“You know ... like a message to your friend and her ‘rebel’ army.” 

“Yes, that’s me. The Sultaness of Subterfuge,” Sophie wisped. “Slipping 
unbreakable codes into a king’s propaganda.” 

Rhian ignored her, still studying her words. 

To Hort’s alarm, the king had forgotten about his tea entirely. With 
Rhian’s back turned, Hort kept glaring at Sophie, who seemed to have 
forgotten about the tea too as she sat there smiling like a Cheshire cat. What 
was she doing? Why did she look so smug? She needed to get him to drink 
the tea! Hort’s heart hammered. Should he offer Rhian the tea himself? 
How suspicious would that look! Sweat trickled down his cheek. He needed 
to settle down or his scim would sense something— 

That’s when Sophie rose and calmly took the mug back from the guard. 


“Your tea is getting cold and I can’t stand the smell,” she said, walking 
it down to the king. “What did you make it with? Burnt leather and cow 
dung?” 

Barely looking at her, Rhian swiped it and magically reheated the mug 
with his gold fingerglow, his eyes still vetting Sophie’s message. . . . 

“We’re going to be late,” Sophie said, firing a spell at the message, 
gilding it in gold, before she magically shot it through the window and into 
the sky, where it branded against the brilliant blue. “People will think I’m 
having cold feet.” 

Rhian frowned, still focused on the message. “Where’s Japeth?” 

“Licking his scales?” Sophie mused. 

Rhian turned to the guard. “Fetch my brother, so we can ride with him.” 
He took a last big swig of his tea. 

Hort held his breath. He saw the clumped hazelnuts slide to the surface 
and straight into the king’s throat— 

Rhian choked instantly. 

He dropped the teacup, which shattered and splashed as he grabbed his 
throat with a wheezing spasm. 

It’d been the same choke that Hort had induced in Dabo with a tree- 
sapped pebble before the bully had managed to cough it out. But this time, 
Hort used two nuts. Rhian doubled over, hacking with all his might, but all 
that came out was a gasp. 

For a brief, shining moment, he thought Rhian was going to die, just 
like he’d hoped. Sophie backed up at Hort’s side, eyes widening, as if her 
nightmare was over— 

But then Hort saw the guards running for the king. 

Time for Plan B. 

Hort’s head swung to Sophie. She read his face. 

Sophie sprinted in front of the guards and seized Rhian from behind, 
crushing his stomach with both arms, again and again, until the king 
coughed up the nuts with such force that they slammed a hole in the glass 
and flew out into the clean air. 

Blue-faced, Rhian heaved for breath as Sophie thumped on his spine. 
He yanked away from her— 

“You poisoned me... you witch!” he wheezed, spotting the crack in the 
window. “You put something... in my tea... .” 


Sophie flashed that indignant look that Hort knew so well. “Poisoned 
you! And here I thought I saved your life!” 
Doubled over, Rhian shook his head. “It was you—I know it was you 
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“Wouldn’t the guard on the stage have seen it, then?” Sophie lashed. 
“Wouldn’t my steward’s slimy little eel?” 

The king turned his head to the guard, who said nothing. Hort’s scim 
gave a confused burble. 

“If I wanted you dead, I’d have let you strangle yourself,’ Sophie 
hectored. “Instead, I rescued you. And you have the nerve to accuse me?” 

Rhian searched her face. He glanced at Hort, who made his move. 

“Not to overstep my bounds, sire,” said Sophie’s steward, “but the real 
question is who made the tea.” 

Rhian eyed him narrowly. “Japeth brought it from the kitchens,” he 
said, still rasping. He swiveled to a guard. “Ask him who made it. Whoever 
made the tea, bring them here and Pll rip out their throat—” 

“T made it,” said a voice. 

Rhian, Hort, and Sophie raised their eyes. 

Japeth posed in silhouette at the entrance to the Throne Room. 

“And I made it exactly how you like it,” he said. 

“And you didn’t notice something in it?” Rhian blasted. “Something big 
enough to kill me?” 

Japeth’s blue eyes chilled. “First you indulge that witch. Then you let a 
prisoner free. And now I’m trying to kill you with your tea.” 

“Accidents happen,” his brother fumed. “Especially accidents that 
would make you king.” 

“That’s right. Such a good sleuth,” Japeth sneered. “Such a good king.” 

The two brothers glared daggers at each other. 

“Think Pll skip this morning's festivities,” said Japeth. 

He exited the room, his boots clacking on tile. 

A hot, wormy tension stayed behind. 

Hort picked his moment. 

One last move. 

“See? Willam and Bogden were right,” Hort whispered to Sophie, but 
loud enough for Rhian to hear. “They said the king would die before the 
Blessing!” 


“Don’t be an imp,” Sophie scoffed, catching his drift. “First of all, the 
king didn’t die. Second, it was a silly accident, and third, just because 
Willam and Bogden have had a few lucky guesses, doesn’t mean they’re 
harbingers of doom. Now go fetch the carriage. PI bring Rhian—” 

“Wait,” said the king. 

Hort and Sophie turned in perfect synch. 

Rhian straightened, his shadow casting over them. 

“Guards, bring Willam and Bogden from the dungeons,” he ordered. 
“They’ll ride with us too.” 

Sophie clasped her chest. “Willam and Bogden? Are you... sure?” 

Rhian didn’t answer, already stalking out of the hall. 

Sophie hurried behind him, snapping at her steward to follow. And as 
she did, her eyes met Hort’s for a sliver of a moment. 

Not long enough for Rhian or a scim to notice. 

But long enough for Hort to see Sophie wink at him, as if he’d earned 
his place at her side. 

Hort blushed in his heart, chasing after his mistress. 

At last, her Weasel had come. 
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SOPHIE 


Empress under the Boot 


As Sophie followed Rhian, Hort trailing behind her, she could feel her 
heart rumbling like a drum. The weasel had done well, but until Tedros was 
back on the throne, their work was far from done. She needed to talk to 
Hort alone, but there was no chance of that. Not with Rhian riding with 
them to the Blessing and that demented eel on Hort’s neck— 





Sophie glimpsed the horses through the window, pulling the royal 
carriage up the drive. 

Unless... 

No time to think. She made her move, lurching back and grabbing on to 
Hort’s sweaty hand, ignoring his stunned expression. She’d never held the 
weasel’s hand before—who knew where that hand had been—but these 
were desperate times. 

Tattooed Thiago held the door open for the king as the carriage arrived. 
“Wesley is fetching those boys from the dungeons as you ordered, sire,” he 
said, armor glinting in the sunlight. “Will you need a second carriage?” 


The king didn’t break stride. “We’ll all fit in one.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous. A queen can’t arrive at her first wedding event 
packed like a sardine. Hort and I can ride alone,” Sophie scoffed, barreling 
past the king, dragging Hort like a scolded child, and throwing him into the 
carriage that hadn’t fully stopped. She fumbled in behind him, grabbing on 
to his rump to steady herself, and smiled back at Rhian. “See you at the 
church!” 

Pretending to lose her balance, she ripped Hort’s scim off like a strip of 
hot wax and flung it out the carriage door— “Oh dear!” she gasped— before 
slamming the door shut. 

“We have five seconds before he opens this door,” Sophie intoned. 

“Good news is I got Rhian and Japeth fighting,” Hort said, breathless. 

“Evil news: Rhian is still alive, Japeth is still his brother, and I’m still 
marrying a monster,” said Sophie. 

“Good: Agatha is safe at the School for Good and Evil,” Hort 
contended. 

“Evil: A team of sorcerers is on their way to her and I just lied to the 
entire Woods that she’s been captured,” said Sophie. 

“Good: Willam and Bogden are about to be free —” 

“Evil: Literally anyone else in that cell would have been more useful 
than those goons, your girlfriend included, and if the Blessing goes off as 
planned, that means we’re three events from Tedros losing his head. If 
Agatha is building an army, then we need more time, Hort. We need to 
delay the Blessing, somehow!” 

“Exactly,” said Hort. “Why do you think I picked Willam and Bogden 
over everyone else?” 

Sophie stared at him . . . then grinned with understanding. 

The carriage door swung open— 

Rhian glowered, his face in shadow. 

Before Sophie could speak, a scim shot through the door and smashed 
into Hort, who let out a resounding shriek, sending the horses rearing. 


A FEW MINUTES later, Willam and Bogden studied four tarot cards, laid out 
in Bogden’s lap. 





Neither Willam nor Bogden had time to bathe before being shoved next 
to Hort inside the carriage, which now reeked so badly of dungeon sweat 
that Sophie could hardly breathe. 

Sitting beside Sophie, Rhian focused intensely on the two boys across 
from him. Meanwhile, Bogden and Willam kept giving Sophie anxious 
peeks as if they had no idea why they were here, but Sophie just smiled at 
Bogden reassuringly, the same way she did when she expected the beady- 
eyed stooge to do her bidding back at school. 

“Tt’s a yes-or-no question,” the king said, his teeth clenched. “So let’s 
have the answer. For the last time: Is my brother trying to kill me?” 

Bogden looked at Willam, waiting for Willam to say something. 

Willam looked at Bogden, waiting for Bogden to say something. 

Say yes, Sophie thought, seeing Hort glare at them with the same 
message. Just say yes. That’s all we need. 

Bogden looked back at the cards. “Well, Tower and Judgment side by 
side... . that means there’s bad blood between you and your brother. And 
the Empress card suggests a female involved .. .” 

“Obviously,” Rhian muttered, eyeing Sophie. 

“Not her,” Willam countered, fingering the Empress card. “Someone 
further back that made you and Japeth distrust each other. Add the Death 
card into all this . . . and there’s, um, only one conclusion . . .” He and 
Bogden exchanged fretful glances. 

“Well, what is it?” Rhian snapped. 

Bogden gulped. “One of you will kill the other.” 

“Only there’s no way to know who,” Willam croaked. 


Rhian looked startled for a moment, even a little . . . scared. 

“So we should postpone the Blessing, then?” Sophie chimed, delighted 
by the boys’ performance. “Can’t possibly be worried about weddings with 
a Snake trying to kill you.” 

She knew she’d been too chipper, because Hort tensed his buttocks and 
Rhian gave her a suspicious look. 

“I thought you didn’t believe in all this,” said the king. “I thought you 
said they were ‘fools.’” 

Sophie went mum. 

The king turned back to the two boys. “Should Sophie and I still get 
married?” 

Willam quickly dealt new cards. 

Say yes, Sophie prayed. Or he’ll know we put you up to this. 

“Hmm, the cards can’t say if you ‘should’ marry Sophie,” Willam 
replied, assessing his hand, “but they do say you will.” 

“Not on schedule, though,” Bogden added. 

“Definitely not on schedule,” Willam concurred. 

“See? We should postpone the Blessing at once,” Sophie squawked, 
nearly hugging the two boys. “It’s what we’re supposed to do—” 

“And tell me, will your friend Tedros be executed as planned?” Rhian 
said to the boys, ignoring his princess. 

Bogden bit his lip as he fanned out a new hand on Willam’s lap. . . . 

“No,” he rasped, clearly relieved. 

“Mmm, I don’t know if I agree, Bogs,” said Willam, touching Bogden’s 
arm. “Knight of Cups next to Death? I think it means someone will try to 
stop the execution. But to me, it’s unclear whether they’ Il succeed.” 

The king’s blue-green eyes flattened. “And who would this nameless 
avenger be?” 

“Mmmm, can’t say,” said Willam, puffing at his red hair. “But you’ll 
meet them soon, looks like. Near a holy place... . with lots of people... 
and a priest...” 

“A Blessing at a church, perhaps?” said the king witheringly. 

“Oh dear, we should definitely postpone, then,” Sophie pushed weakly, 
but she knew the boys had laid it on too thick, for Rhian was smirking now. 
“Anything else you'd like to tell me about my nemesis?” he sneered. 

Sensing tension, Bogden flung down new cards, but missed his own lap 
and scattered the whole deck over the carriage. “Oopsy-daisy—” 


Willam scrambled and swiped a few cards from under Rhian’s boot. 
“Um, here we are. See, Magician, next to Hermit . . . Well, based on this, 
your enemy will bea...” He frowned. “Ghost?” 

“But still mortal,” Bogden prattled, pointing at a Death card. 

“And Tower over Death means they can fly,” Willam added. 

“Or at least levitate,” Bogden nodded. 

“And it’s a boy,” said Willam. 

“T see a girl,” said Bogden. 

“One or the other,” Willam offered. 

The carriage went quiet. Sophie’s head was in her hands. 

The king leaned back. “So a ghost that’s mortal who flies near a church 
and is of dubious sex. That’s who’s going to try and stop me. Well done.” 

Sophie raised her head like a squirrel. 

“You two really are as daft as Sophie promised,” the king thrashed. 
“The second we return, you’ll be thrown back in the dungeons.” His eyes 
shot to Hort. “You too, since you vouched for these fruit flies. In the 
meantime, you three will be locked here during the Blessing. The smell of 
you alone is good reason to have you out of sight.” 

Rhian glowered at Sophie, daring her to protest, but she tried her best to 
look untroubled. Then she turned and stared out the window, her eyes 
welling. 

Every time she thought she had a way out, she found the path sealed off, 
the maze closing in. 

In the glass, she could see Rhian watching her in her reflection as a tear 
slipped down her cheek. She didn’t bother hiding it. It didn’t matter. There 
was no plan now. She was back where she’d started. 

The boys would return to jail. 

The Blessing would continue. 

Tedros would die. 

Flying ghost or not. 


THE BOYS IN the carriage were subdued the rest of the way, the king 
included. Sophie could see Rhian’s lips pressed together, his eyes fixed on 
the Empress tarot card, which had never been retrieved from under his boot. 
Clearly his brother was still on his mind. Meanwhile, Hort kept glancing at 
Sophie, but she ignored him, while Willam and Bogden quietly reordered 


their cards. For a moment, it was so silent in the carriage that Sophie could 
hear the eel slithering around on Hort’s skin. 

Sophie gazed at the Empress, smiling so emptily from under the king’s 
boot. A pawn in someone else’s game. 

That’s me, Sophie thought. A pawn at a dead end. 

What would Agatha do? 

Agatha would find a way to fight back, even from a dead end. Agatha 
would never be a pawn. 

Sophie’s heart stirred, thinking of her best friend. How long until Kei 
and his men get to school? Without Lady Lesso or Dovey protecting the 
towers, surely they’d find their way in. Plus, Agatha had already escaped 
Rhian’s clutches once—twice was asking too much, even for a girl who 
always seemed to land on her feet like a cat. 

Speaking of which . . . where was Reaper? The last she’d seen of 
Agatha’s hideous pet was in the castle before the battle against the Snake. 
Sophie’s toes curled tighter around the vial hidden in her shoe. If she could 
only be alone: she could use her Quest Map and see if Agatha was safe or if 
Rhian’s men had apprehended her... 

A surging buzz drew her out of her head and Sophie flinched, knowing 
she was about to glimpse the crowds for the Blessing. Ironic, of course, 
since she’d spent her whole life coveting fame, but now felt allergic to all of 
it, eager to return to the castle. Alone in her bathtub, she could pretend this 
was a bad dream. That this wedding could never happen. That this lie would 
be found out. But it was outside the castle, in the presence of the people, 
that she knew she was wrong. 

Because people can make a lie real. 

The same way they make fairy tales real: by believing in them, by 
passing them on, by claiming them as their own. 

That’s why people needed the Storian to guide them. Because fairy tales 
were powerful things. Sophie knew this from experience. Try too hard to 
write your own instead of letting the pen write it... and bad things happen. 
That was the truth. 

But it’s easy to stop believing the truth. 

It’s as easy as deciding to believe in a Man over a Pen. 

Thunder tremored outside and Sophie peeked through the window as 
thin black clouds unfurled like tentacles over the message in the sky about 
Agatha’s capture. For a brief moment, she perked up, wondering if the 


clouds were due to more than just the weather. .. . But then the carriage 
veered sharply and now the people came into view. 

The streets were crammed, five bodies deep, manic and unruly. A 
beautiful nymph with mint-green skin patterned with silver stars waved a 
sign: “ASK ME MY STORY, KING RHIAN!” while a hideous, furry 
creature held his own: “ME MUM’S A CAT, ME DAD’S A TROLL... 
WANT ME TALE? COME DOWN ME HOLE!” There was even a gnome 
with a fake moustache and hulking coat, clearly trying to disguise himself 
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Everywhere Sophie looked, ordinary citizens clamored for Lionsmane 
to tell their tales, as if the Storian no longer mattered, replaced by a pen that 
finally cared about them. 

Rhian's promise had come true: a new pen had become the Woods” 
guiding light. 

No longer could Sophie tell who was Good and who was Evil like she*d 
used to. Before now, the tribes had stayed apart, identifiable not just by 
dress and decorum but also by their loathing for one another. That’s why the 
two sides had worshipped the Storian. A pen that only told the tales of an 
elite few, but also made the rest of the Woods invested in the outcome. 
Because it kept score of who was winning and who was losing. Because it 
kept the two sides battling for glory. 


That is, until Rhian had united them with a new pen. 

A pen that didn’t care if you went to a famous school. 

A pen that gave everyone a chance at a fairy tale. 

Now Evers and Nevers wore the same Lion masks and hats and shirts 
and waved cheap replicas of Lionsmane. Others flashed signs with the 
names of Tsarina and Hristo, newly minted stars in the Woods. A gang of 
teenagers, Good and Evil, hooted as they lit stacks of the Camelot Courier 
on fire: the one touting Agatha and her “Army.” Nearby, a delegation from 
Budhava sang a “Hymn to the Lion,” tossing roses at Rhian’s window. 
Guards in Camelot uniforms patrolled the road, keeping the mob from the 
carriage, and a fleet of maids in white dresses and bonnets handed out 
books of The Tale of Sophie and Agatha, while the crowd flapped them at 
Sophie, trying to get her attention. These storybooks seemed to glow under 
the black storm clouds, with the lettering outlined in rubies and gold— 

Sophie’s eyes bulged. 

Bewildered, she slid down her window and snatched one out of 
someone’s hands, quickly pushing the window back up. She gaped at the 
cover. 


THE TALE OF SOPHIE & AGATHA 
As Told by Lionsmane 


Sophie flipped through and saw the entire fairy tale had been retold 
from Rhian’s perspective, with beautifully drawn illustrations in blue and 
gold that resembled the rug in the Throne Room. The short storybook was 
scant in details, but offered the broad tale of a humble boy, growing up in a 
small house in Foxwood with his brother Japeth, the two of them watching 
from afar as the legend of Agatha and Sophie spread. Despite his 
allegiances to Good, Rhian always found himself rooting for Sophie, a girl 
he found bold and beautiful and clever, and against Agatha, a self-righteous 
know-it-all who’d betrayed her best friend and taken her prince. But in the 
end, it was Agatha who had the happy ending, claiming the throne of 
Camelot with Sophie’s prince, while Sophie resigned herself to a future 
alone. 

That is where everyone thought the story ended, including Rhian .. . 

... until three shadowy women came to his house in the night and told 
Rhian the truth: that he was the real heir to Arthur and the One True King, 


destined to rule the Woods forever. And not only that, he’d been right about 
Sophie, the women revealed: it was she who deserved to be queen of 
Camelot, not Agatha. It was Sophie who deserved a prince. Only he was 
that prince, not Tedros. Agatha and Tedros, meanwhile, were fiendish 
usurpers who would bring shame to Arthur’s kingdom and destroy the 
Woods. It was up to Rhian, as the rightful king, to stop them. 

Rhian didn’t believe any of this. But the women had more to tell. 

Soon the day would come when Rhian must leave his old life behind, 
they said. On that day, the sword would return to a stone, waiting for the 
One True King to free it. And he was that One True King. 

How could any of this be real? Rhian thought. 

But just as the women promised, the day arrived when Excalibur 
returned to the stone. 

Rhian couldn’t rest until he knew if it was true . . . if he was really King 
Arthur’s son . . . if he was the righteous ending to Sophie’s story instead of 
Agatha or Tedros . . . if Excalibur had returned to the stone because of... 
him. 

From there, the story proceeded as Sophie had lived through it, but 
refracted and distorted: Rhian as the “Lion” saving kingdoms from a deadly 
Snake... Tedros’ jealousy growing towards the Lion ... Agatha’s jealousy 
growing towards Sophie... Sophie accepting Rhian’s ring, uniting Evil and 
Good ... Rhian freeing the sword from the stone. ... 

And now Sophie was on the last page, gazing at a painting of Tedros 
and Agatha beheaded bloodily as Sophie kissed Rhian, the two of them in 
their wedding clothes as Lionsmane glowed like a star above their 
heads... . 


THE END. 


Sophie’s heartbeat jangled, her mouth dry. 

She didn’t know what was real about Rhian’s story and what was lies. 
Everything had been twisted and spun, even the parts of her own tale, until 
she barely recognized herself. If the people of the Woods were reading this, 
then any last sympathies for Tedros and Agatha would be gone—along with 
any hope of convincing them they’d crowned the wrong king. 

Stomach sinking, she raised her eyes and saw Hort, Willam, and 
Bogden gawking down at the book with the same expression, having clearly 


read along. 

Slowly Sophie turned and looked at Rhian, who’d been watching her 
the whole time with a sly smirk. The carriage pulled up to the church, and 
the king clasped her palm gently, as if he no longer expected any resistance. 
Then he opened the door to a roar like thunder and he kissed Sophie’s hand 
like he was her fairy-tale prince. 
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Blessing in Disguise 


“Tr any of them move, kill them,” Rhian ordered the scim on Hort’s ear, 
leaving Hort, Willam, and Bogden trapped in the carriage with the sadistic 
eel. The second the door closed, Sophie could see the scim start slashing at 
the boys for sport and Hort fending it off with kicks and punches as the 
driver moved the carriage down the road and out of sight. 





Rhian was guiding her towards the church now, past the pen of royal 
transports from other kingdoms, including crystal carriages, magic carpets, 
flying broomsticks, levitating ships, and a giant, slobbery toad. A cool wind 
blew through the darkening courtyard and Sophie hunched deeper into her 
white dress. She could feel Rhian puff his chest, posturing for the crowd 
outside, but their attentions suddenly seemed distracted, their eyes fixed 
overhead. 

“What's happening?” Rhian murmured to Beeba, his pirate guard at the 
door, as he pulled Sophie into the church. Beeba hustled to find out. 

Meanwhile, the leaders from other kingdoms rose from the pews as 
Rhian took the time to greet each one. 

“You say you’ve caught Tedros’ princess,” spoke an imposing black- 
skinned elf with pointed ears, dressed in a ruby-and-diamond-jeweled tunic. 
“No truth to the stories of a ‘rebel army,’ then?” 


“The only truth is that Agatha’s whimpering in my dungeons as we 
speak,” said Rhian. 

“And you still think that she and Tedros were behind the Snake’s 
attacks? That they were funding his thugs?” the elf asked. “It’s a bold claim 
that you made to the Kingdom Council. I can’t say that all of us believe it.” 

“The attacks have ceased, haven't they?” said Rhian briskly. “Pd think 
Agatha and Tedros being in my prison has something to do with it.” 

The elf scratched his ear, mulling this over. Sophie noticed a silver ring 
on his hand, carved with unreadable symbols. 

“While we’re on the subject of the Kingdom Council,” Rhian probed, 
“have you given any further thought to my proposal?” 

“No further thought is necessary. Lionsmane may be inspiring the 
people of the Woods, but the School for Good and Evil is our history,” said 
the elf, his accent firm and crisp. “Dismantle the school and the Storian has 
no protection. It has no purpose. Its tales of the graduates of the school are 
the bedrock of the Woods. Its tales teach our world the lessons we need to 
learn and move our Woods forward, one story at a time. Your pen can’t 
replace that, no matter how much people are taken with your message.” 

Rhian smiled. “And yet, what if Lionsmane wrote a story in the sky for 
all to see about the mighty Elf King of Ladelflop and how nobly he rules his 
people? A people who I hear were quite resentful that you didn’t do more to 
stop the Snake’s attacks? Perhaps Pll have your vote then.” 

The Elf King stared at Rhian. Then he smiled big white teeth and 
thumped him on the back. “Politics on your Blessing day, eh? Shouldn’t 
you be introducing me to your lovely bride?” 

“T only save her for allies,” Rhian teased, and the Elf King laughed. 

Smiling blandly behind them, Sophie found herself distracted by the 
church’s facade, newly painted, and its lavish stained glass, depicting 
Rhian’s slaying of the Snake with holy reverence. Stone airways painted 
with gold Lions beveled along the walls, cooling the hot summer drafts. A 
perilously old chaplain with a red nose and hairy ears waited at the altar, 
and behind him were two thrones, where the king and princess would sit 
while he gave the Blessing. To the left of the altar huddled the church choir 
in white uniforms and page-boy hats and to the right hung a cage of 
tweeting doves, which the priest would free into the Woods at ceremony’s 
end. 

Lucky little doves, Sophie thought. 


Suddenly Beeba rushed forward and accosted Rhian as he greeted the 
King of Foxwood— 

“Lionsmane, sire! Yer new message ... i-i-it’s movin’... 

Sophie’s eyes widened. 

“Impossible,” Rhian snorted, releasing Sophie and prowling back 
through the church doors as Sophie hurried after him. 

The moment she stepped outside, she saw the crowd’s faces cocked 
towards the sky, watching Lionsmane’s message about Agatha’s capture. 
The letters seemed to be quivering against the black storm clouds. 

“Definitely moving,” Sophie wisped. 

“Things move in the wind,” said Rhian, unconcerned. 

But the message began to quiver faster, faster, as if ungluing from the 
sky, a pink scar appearing behind each of the dislodged letters. Then all of a 
sudden, the gold letters lost their shape, melding into each other, one by 
one, until Lionsmane’s message had collapsed into a single gold ball, 
swelling bigger, bigger, bigger, as big as the sun.... 

Lightning ripped through the clouds. The ball detonated, splashing four 
letters in gold across the sky— 
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The gold and clouds dispersed, revealing clear morning blue. 
Silence gripped the courtyard. 


All down the road, thousands gaped upwards, wondering what they’d 
just seen, along with the visiting leaders, staring in shock through the 
church doors. Together, they looked at the king, but he was already 
dragging Sophie inside the church— 

“You did something to that message!” Rhian hissed. “You corrupted it!” 

“I did, did I? Just like I poisoned you in the Throne Room?” Sophie 
hissed back. “I’ve been here with you this whole time. When did I have 
time to conduct a matinee performance of ‘Sorcery in the Sky’? It’s obvious 
who did it. The same person who made your tea. The same person who 
chose to stay behind.” She arched a brow. “I wonder why.” 

Rhian considered this, his eyes searching hers. . . . He turned to his 
pirate guard. 

“Bring my brother here. Now.” 

“Yes, sire,” Beeba mumbled, rushing away. 

Sophie, meanwhile, did her best to suppress a smile. 

Because it wasn’t Japeth who was responsible for what just happened. 

It was her. 

She’d snuck a code into Lionsmane’s stories. The one about Young 
Hristo and the one about Agatha today. 

A code only one person in the entire world could understand. 

Rhian had searched her work for hidden messages and she’d mocked 
him for it, insisting she couldn’t possibly be capable of hiding a distress call 
right under his nose... . 

But anyone who truly knew Sophie would have known better. 

Because Sophie was capable of anything. 

Not that she’d expected her hidden code to reach its target. It was a shot 
in the dark, a last-ditch Hail Mary, which is why she’d committed to Hort’s 
nut-brained plan. 

Yet in the end it was her plan that had worked. 

Which meant that her friend had not only read her message... 

But that help was on the way. 

A dove zipped by—“Agatha’s been caught! Have you heard!” 

Sophie spun to see the cage near the altar emptied of its doves, which 
dispersed over the theater, tweeting in dignitaries’ ears: “We saw her 
captured!” “She cried for mercy!” “She’s rotting in the dungeons!” 

Confused, Sophie looked up and saw Rhian’s fingertip glowing behind 
his back, stealthily directing the birds as he greeted the Ice Giant of 


Frostplains. 

“Agatha has no army!” “Dont: believe the lies!” “She was alone when 
we caught her!” “Didn’t even fight back!” 

Rhian swished his finger and the doves blitzed out the church doors, 
spreading the king’s lies into the crowd, distracting them from the message 
in the sky. 

A dove crowed in Sophie’s ear: “Agatha’ a traitor! Agatha’s wicked—” 

Sophie slapped it away, launching it right into the face of a girl in a 
white dress. “Eep, sorry—” 

“Excuse me, Your Majesty,” said the girl, her head lowered, with a 
clipped accent and breathy tone. “I’m conductor of the Camelot Children’s 
Choir and we’d hoped you might join us in singing a hymn of praise to the 
noble Lion.” 

Sophie scoffed. “A princess sing with the choir? Will the king tingle a 
timpani too? How absurd. Pll watch you and your friends suck up to the 
Lion from the comfort of my throne, thank yo—” 

Her voice broke off, for the maiden had raised her head, revealing dark 
hair, pencil-thin eyebrows, and twinkling black eyes. 

“My choir would really love to have you,” said the girl. 

Sophie followed her eyes to the group of teenagers in matching white 
uniforms and hats at the front of the church, gazing hard at her. 

Help wasn’t on the way. 

It had already arrived. 

As Rhian had a heated discussion with the Queen of Jaunt Jolie, Sophie 
squeezed his arm. “The choir would like me to sing with them—” 

“Finally, the famous Sophie,” cooed the queen, draped in a peacock- 
feather stole. She reached out her hand and Sophie noticed a silver ring with 
unreadable carvings, just like the one the Elf King of Ladelflop wore. “We 
were just talking about you.” 

“A pleasure,” Sophie simpered, shaking her hand stiffly, before pivoting 
to Rhian. “Now about the choir—” 

“The queen would like to meet with you,” Rhian said. “But I told her 
your schedule has filled up.” 

“Whatever you say, darling. The choir is waiting—” 

“I heard you the first time. Stay here and greet the guests,” Rhian 
ordered. 

Sophie’s face fell. 


“If my groom had spoken to me like that, I never would have made it to 
the altar,” the queen mused to Sophie. “Indeed, your schedule only “filled 
up’ once I told the king that he’s turned Camelot’s new queen into a lapdog. 
No speech at the coronation, no presence at meetings, no comment on 
Tedros’ capture or those of your friends, no mention by the king’s pen. .. . 
It’s as if you hardly exist.” 

The queen turned to Rhian. “Perhaps Pll take Sophie aside and discuss a 
queen’s duties in private. Two queens often succeed in solving problems a 
king cannot.” 

Rhian glared back at her. “Now that I think about it, Sophie, your 
singing with the choir sounds like a good idea.” 

Sophie didn’t need to ask twice. As she escaped, she saw Rhian 
whispering aggressively to the queen, his hand gripping her arm. 

A moment later, Sophie gripped onto the choir conductor’s arm. “Shall 
we rehearse in the priest’s chambers?” 

“Yes, Your Majesty,” the conductor pipped, and her choir mates scurried 
after Sophie like chicks behind a swan. 

Sophie listened to the patter of feet, a wicked grin spreading across her 
face. 

The Queen of Jaunt Jolie was right. 

It had taken two queens to solve this problem. 

And now the king would pay the price. 


THE PRIEST’S SANCTUM reeked of leather and vinegar, its mess of books and 
scrolls veiled by dust. Sophie locked the door and shoved a chair against it 
before she twirled to the choir. 

“My babies. My poopsies. Come to save their Dean!” she cooed, 
hugging her first years, starting with the conductor. “Miss Valentina, mi 
amor... And hello, Aja.” 

“You remember my name?” squeaked the boy with dyed red hair. 

“How could I not? You dressed like me for Halloween and wore the 
most divine boots. And Bodhi, Laithan, and Devan, my scrumptious 
Everboys. And lovely Laralisa, my cleverest witch. And my beloved 
Nevers, Drago and Rowan and dirty Mali—” Sophie frowned. “Um, who 
are those?” 

In the corner of the room, a few kids in shirtsleeves and underpants 
were helping each other out a high window. 


“The real choir,” Devan answered. “Switched clothes with us because 
they’re from Camelot and don’t trust Rhian and think Tedros is king.” 

“Plus, you gave us gold,” added the last choirboy, falling out the 
window with a yelp, coins trailing behind him. 

Devan looked at Sophie. “Tried to tell them the Courier’s right: that the 
Snake is alive and that he’s Rhian’s twin and that Agatha has a secret 
army ... but even Tedros’ biggest fans didn’t believe us.” 

“Would you believe it? It sounds ridiculous,” said Sophie. “But wait: 
tell me about Agatha! She’s safe, isn’t she? We have to check the Quest 
Map. . . .” She reached for her shoe, but Valentina grabbed her by the 
shoulders— 

“Senorita Sophie, there’s no time! Where is the royal carriage? The one 
that brought you here.” 

“Somewhere near the church—” 

“Who’s guarding it?” Bodhi asked, pulling a folded-up cape from a bag. 

“One of the Snake’s scims. Hort, Bogden, and Willam are there too,” 
said Sophie. “They’re trapped inside with it!” 

“Five boys, one eel. We’ll take those odds,” said Bodhi, slipping the 
shimmery cape over him as he and Laithan swept towards the window. 

For a second, Sophie was distracted by the cape, which looked familiar, 
but then she realized what they were saying. “You’re attacking the royal 
carriage?” 

The two boys smiled as they straddled the window, Bodhi hugging 
Laithan under his cloak. “More like reclaiming it,” piped Bodhi. “For 
Tedros,” chimed Laithan. They backflipped off the ledge and disappeared 
like ghosts. 

Sophie put a hand to her chest. “Who needs Tedros with boys like that?” 

A hard knock on the door— 

Sophie and her students whipped their heads forward. 

“The king wants to begin!” the priest’s hoary voice called as Aja held 
the door shut. 

“Coming!” said Valentina, spinning to Sophie. “We need to get you to 
school, Señorita Sophie. Here’s the plan. You’ ll sing Budhava’s hymn to the 
Lion with us—” 

“Can we sing something else? I don’t know that song,” Sophie wisped. 

“Dios mio, it doesn’t matter if you know it! Just sing it!” Valentina 
snapped. 


“And when we get to the phrase ‘oh virile Lion’ . . . duck,” said Aja. 

“That’s the plan?” Sophie said, perplexed. “Duck?” 

A scratching noise echoed overhead and Sophie looked up to see two 
kids in black masks scooting through a cramped stone airway. They 
lowered their masks, revealing blond Bert and blonder Beckett. 

“Definitely duck,” they said. 


“TODAY, WE BLESS young Rhian and Sophie as a reminder that despite all the 
festivities to come . . . marriage is first and foremost a spiritual union,” 
spoke the old priest before a quiet audience. “There is no way to tell if a 
marriage is favored, of course. First, Arthur marries Guinevere in the throes 
of love, only to have that love be his downfall. Then, I planned to marry 
Arthur’s eldest son, Tedros, to his own princess, only to discover Tedros 
isn’t Arthur’s eldest son at all. And now, a stranger from Foxwood and the 
Witch of Woods Beyond seek my blessing to be King and Queen of 
Camelot. So what do I know?” The priest hacked a laugh. “But no marriage 
can outwit the pen of fate. All we can do is let the story unfold. In time, the 
truth will be written, no matter how many lies someone might tell to 
obscure it. And the truth comes with an army.” 

Sophie could see Rhian glaring at the back of the priest’s head as he 
perched in his throne on the elevated stage. The dignitaries seemed 
oblivious to the priest’s message, but the king had heard it loud and clear: 
he may have expunged those loyal to Tedros from the castle, but he’d have 
no such ally in the church. Rhian sensed Sophie watching him and glanced 
over at her, ensconced with the choir. He gave her a baffled look, as if he 
knew he’d agreed to let her sing with them but couldn’t remember why. 

“Before I read from the Scroll of Pelagus, we’ll begin with a hymn,” 
said the priest, nodding at his singers. Sophie’s students tilted their faces 
beneath their hats, so the priest wouldn’t see his choir had been hijacked. 
“Ordinarily, Camelot’s choir sings to exalt a sacred power that unites us 
all,” the priest continued, dwarfed by a giant Lion head casting a glow on 
his altar, “but today, the choir has chosen to sing about our new king 
instead.” Rhian’s glare deepened behind him. “And in a further departure 
from the norm, the choir shall be joined by our new princess . . . I assume, 
as either a loving tribute to her husband-to-be, or a desire to show off her 
many talents.” 


All at once, the congregation turned towards Sophie, who was now the 
focus of more than two hundred royals, Good and Evil both. Sophie could 
see the gorgeous dark-skinned King of Pasha Dunes and his chic, bald- 
headed wife watching her; seated nearby was the Maharani of Mahadeva, 
dripping in jewels, with her three sons, while in front of them, the Queen of 
Jaunt Jolie looked anxious and chastened, far different from the bold 
woman who’d just confronted Rhian. All of their eyes were on Sophie. 

She’d always dreamed of a moment like this: spotlit on a grand stage, 
an audience of luminaries, all of them knowing her name... . 

Only in her dreams, she’d rehearsed. 

Sophie stared at the sheet music in front of her. 


OH HOLY LION 
(“BUDHAVA’S HYMN OF PRAISE”) 


She peeked at her first years—Aja, Devan, Laralisa, and more—their 
bodies tense, their pupils dilated. Only Valentina looked calm as she 
presided over the choir and gazed hard at Sophie as if to remind her of her 
cue. Sophie’s heart thumped so hard she could feel it in her throat . . . not 
just because she hadn’t a clue what would happen on that cue, but because 
she was about as good at reading music as she was at building cabinets, 
which is to say not at all. 

Valentina raised her arms and brought them down, commencing the 
organist. Aja started two beats early, the rest of the choir two beats too late 


Glory be, oh holy Lion, 
Glory be, our king! 

His mercies shall endure, 
Ever faithful, ever sure! 


Sophie saw Rhian gaping like he’d been shot. Dignitaries rocked back 
in their seats. The church reverberated with the most strikingly awful sound 
imaginable, like a family of cats being dragged up a mountain. The worse 
they sounded, the more rattled Valentina looked, as if whatever plan was 
coming might be brought down by the singing before it, especially since 
Aja kept shimmying his hips either out of nerves or in an attempt to distract 


from the horror. Sophie, for her part, tried to dominate the chorus, but dirty 
Mali just kept wailing notes louder like a dying mountain goat. Devan, 
meanwhile, was cute as a button but had a voice like a sasquatch, and his 
girlfriend, Laralisa, unleashed a string of braying yelps like a broken jack- 
in-the-box. Worst of all, the stone walls and airways bounced the noise 
mercilessly, as if it was less a church and more some kind of echo-torture 
chamber. Mortified, Sophie held her sheet music higher over her face, so 
she couldn’t see the crowd and they couldn’t see her, but in her new 
sightline, she caught Bert and Beckett scooting like roaches through an 
airway overhead. 

Sophie’s eyes flicked back to Rhian, who hadn’t noticed the masked 
spies, because he was already lurching out of his throne to stop this inferno. 

Panicked, Sophie whirled to Valentina, who saw Rhian coming, and 
accelerated her conducting, waving her arms wildly, which led her charges 
to motormouth through the song like overfed chipmunks, the organist 
chasing to keep up, as the chorus barreled headlong into their cue. 


Glory be, our king! 
Glory be, oh virile Lion— 


Sophie ducked. 

CRACK! CRACK! CRACK! Flaming green-yellow bombs ripped 
through the theater like fireworks, sending the crowd diving under their 
pews. Devan and Laralisa tackled Sophie to the ground as sparks sprayed 
over them and the audience’s screams filled the church. Shell-shocked, 
Sophie covered her ears, waiting for the next blast..... 

Nothing happened. 

Sophie raised her head. So did the spectators, their screams dissipating. 

Then came the smell. 

Like the fumes of a flaming dung heap . . . a stench so stultifying that 
the shrieks began again, this time with mortal urgency, as people fled the 
church in swarms— 

“Come on!” Devan yelled at Sophie, dragging her towards the doors as 
Laralisa tried to clear a path for them, shoving gaudily dressed royals out of 
the way. 

“Use your fingerglow!” Sophie barked, holding her nose. 


“Our forest leader didn’t teach us how yet!” said Laralisa, headbutting a 
witch-queen aside. “We’re behind the other group —” 

A regally dressed cyclops sideswiped her as he stormed for the exit, 
flinging Laralisa backwards into the crowd. 

“That one-eyed cretin!” Devan seethed, rushing to save her. 

“What about me!” Sophie squeaked, trapped in the stampede. 

The smell in the church was so putrid now that kings were fainting, 
queens masking their faces with capes, and princes shattering stained glass 
to escape with their princesses. Overhead, Sophie spotted Bert and Beckett 
lighting another dung missile. 

I have to get out, she choked, hiking her dress collar over her nose. But 
the doors were still so far... 

The Ice Giant of Frostplains thundered by, smacking people away and 
barreling towards the exit. Instantly Sophie started scurrying behind him 
like a mouse in the wake of an elephant, while the Giant swatted left and 
right, his huge, ice-blue hand flashing the same silver ring she’d seen on the 
Elf King and Queen of Jaunt Jolie. Through his legs, she spotted open doors 
and clear sky ahead—a comet streaked through the air outside, a helix of 
navy and pink, like a sailor’s flare— 

Did Bert and Beckett dungbomb the streets too? 

Suddenly she glimpsed Bert and Beckett, using a rope to climb down a 
stone wall towards the doors, before the boys yelped and reversed direction 
as Aran, Wesley, and more pirate guards leapt onto the rope to chase them. 

Sophie knew she should stay and help the boys; a real Dean would 
protect her students, Evers and Nevers . . . but instead, she found herself 
scampering faster for the doors behind the giant, hiding in his shadow, so 
the pirates tracking Bert and Beckett wouldn’t see her. She didn’t bother 
feeling guilt over it. She wasn’t Agatha, after all. She wasn’t Good. Those 
boys needed to fend for themselves. That was the point of fairy tales. And 
she... well, she needed to get as far from Camelot as possible. 

She was nearing the exit now, hugging closer to the giant’s boots. If she 
could just slither out of this church, she could blend into the mob .. . she 
could disguise herself and find a way back to school ... to Agatha... . The 
thought of seeing her best friend again made Sophie dump caution; she 
broke away from the giant and sprinted between his legs, elbowing people 
out of her path. She felt the heat of the sun flush across her skin and as she 
crashed through the doorway, she looked up into the heavenly white glare— 


A hand snatched her backwards and she whirled to see Rhian in the 
doorway. “Stay with me!” he said, rattled. “We’re under attack!” 

Suddenly, loud bells jangled in the distance, frantic and high- 
pitched. ... 

Alarm bells. 

Sophie and Rhian swiveled and saw Camelot shrouded by an alien fog, 
silver and glimmering, that obscured the entire castle. Behind the fog, they 
could hear shouts echo from the towers, resounding downhill, as the bells 
clattered wilder and faster. 

“What's happening?” Sophie breathed. 

“Intruders,” said Rhian, clasping her wrist tighter. “They’re at the castle 
too. ... Japeth. He might still be there! He’s alone .. . We have to help him 

He yanked Sophie through the door, but it was mayhem outside, with 
dignitaries still fleeing the church now mixing with the hordes of citizens in 
the streets, who*d smelled the stink bombs and heard Camelot's alarms and 
joined the stampede like harrowed geese. At the same time, a heap of these 
spectators from far-flung kingdoms saw Rhian and Sophie emerge and 
flooded towards them, desperate to meet the new king and queen. Cornered, 
Rhian pulled Sophie back to the door, but that only got them caught deeper 
in the crush, like buoys in a storm. 

But now Sophie saw someone streaking through the mob on horseback, 
smashing people aside.... 

Japeth. 

“The dungeons,” he panted at his brother, his gold-and-blue suit sprayed 
with white rubble. “They’ve been breached—” 

A cry tore through the sky overhead. 

It wasn’t human. 

Rhian, Japeth, and Sophie raised their eyes. 

A flock of stymphs ripped out of the fog, carrying Sophie’s friends on 
their spines—Kiko, Reena, Beatrix, Dot, with fingerglows lit, leaning 
forward and firing spells at the king and his liege. Three stun spells hit 
Rhian in the chest, launching him through the open church doors, while 
another bludgeoned Japeth off his horse. Dot turned the ground beneath 
Japeth’s feet to hot mocha, sending him plunging headfirst into the deep, 
steaming moat. Doves tweeted as Japeth flailed in boiling chocolate: 


“Agatha’s been caught!” “She’s no match for the Lion!” “She’s no match 
for his liege!” “Praise to King Rhian! Praise to Japet—” 

A red-skinned demon ate the doves. 

Sophie wheeled and saw Hester and Anadil on a stymph, swooping 
towards her. 

“Grab my hand!” Anadil ordered. 

The pale witch reached out her palm as Hester steered their bird 
downwards, with Anadil’s and Sophie’s fingers about to touch— 

A pirate dagger pierced Anadil’s arm, hurled by Wesley as he surged out 
of the church. The witch lunged back in pain and her stymph bucked, 
throwing Anadil off its back. 

“Ani!” Hester screamed. Her demon raced to save her friend, but Anadil 
was falling too fast, her arm outstretched and about to hit the ground first, 
the dagger in it sure to sever through— 

A new stymph scooped under her and Bodhi and Laithan seized Anadil 
into their arms, swinging her up on their bird. The two boys were still in 
their choir uniforms, their faces and shirts spattered with black eel goo. 
More stymphs appeared in the fog behind them, carrying Sophie’s friends. 
Two...then four... then five... 

“Help me!” Sophie yelped, hope swelling. But these stymphs were too 
far into the fog for her to see the riders yet. She jumped and waved at them. 
“Please! Someone! Anyone!” 

But now arrows were streaking towards these stymphs as pirates 
galloped down from the castle on horseback, bows raised. Spooked, the 
stymphs veered away from Sophie, retreating into the fog. Beeba and 
Thiago rose upright onto their horses, balancing feet on the saddles, taking 
shots at Hester’s and Kiko’s and Anadil’s heads, as Sophie’s friends ducked 
and swerved, arrows soaring through the gaps in the stymphs’ ribs. 

“Help! Save me!” Sophie screeched at them, leaping uselessly at the 
stymphs as her friends tried to maneuver towards her. 

More and more arrows flew as pirate guards poured out of the church, 
firing at the stymphs in the sky. Beatrix, Hester, Bodhi all tried to dodge and 
make one last dive for Sophie. But the onslaught was too much. Looking 
stricken, they had no choice but to flee en masse, away from the church, 
away from Camelot, and away from Sophie. 

Sophie’s heart plunged. She swiveled back to the castle, but the silvery 
fog was dissipating, with no more stymphs to reveal. Tears flooded her 


eyes. She’d been left behind. Just like she’d left Bert and Beckett, who were 
surely dead by now. She didn’t know why she was crying. She deserved her 
fate. She deserved to be punished for her selfishness . . . punished for the 
bad deeds she couldn't help doing . . . punished for being herself. . . . That's 
why her story could never change, no matter what pen wrote it— 

“Sophie!” a voice blared from above. 

She raised her head to see a stymph throttling out of the fog through a 
hail of arrows, a shirtless boy reaching out his hand to grab her, his face 
veiled in mist, his hair white as snow... . 

Rafal? 

He ripped through the fog— 

No. 

Not Rafal. 

Time seemed to slow, her heart pumping hot blood, as if it was the first 
time she’d ever seen this boy, even though she’d seen him a thousand times 
before. Only she’d seen him differently all those times . . . not like she was 
now ...as a prince who’d patiently saved her again and again and again, 
until she finally had the sense to notice. 

She thrust her hand into the sunlight as he flew down, his hair coated 
with white rubble, his face and pallid chest streaked in scim wounds, his 
fingers stretching out to clasp hers— 

“Got you!” Hort said, starting to tow her onto his stymph. 

Holding him tight, Sophie climbed towards him. . . . 

But then she froze cold. 

So did Hort, following her eyes. 

So did the pirates, who lowered their bows in shock. 

High over Camelot’s castle, the dissipating fog had congealed into a 
giant bubble with a girl’s face trapped inside of it, levitating like a ghost. 
The dark-haired girl was magnified as if reflected by curved glass. Behind 
her stood an army of students and teachers in the uniforms of Good and 
Evil, framed by a school crest on the wall. The girl gazed down at Sophie 
with big, glistening eyes. 

“Agatha?” Sophie choked. 

But her friend was already vanishing into the sky. “I couldn’t free them 
all,” Agatha rasped, pressing her hands against the fading bubble. “There’s 
some left, Sophie. I don’t know who. I tried to save them—I tried—” 

“Agatha!” Sophie cried. 


It was too late. Her best friend had disappeared. 

Yet Agatha’s voice seemed to linger, echoing in Sophie’s head... . 

There’s some left. 

There’s some left. 

There’s some left. 

She felt Hort shake off his daze and clutch her tighter. “Hurry! Get on!” 
he yelled, yanking her towards his stymph— 

Only Sophie’s face had changed, her body already pulling away from 
him. Hort’s eyes widened, seeing what was about to happen, but Sophie 
moved too fast, wrenching her hand out of his. 

“What are you doing!” Hort shrieked. 

“T can’t,” Sophie breathed. “You heard Agatha. There’s some left at the 
castle . . . they’ll die if I leave them behind. . . .” 

“We’ll come back for them!” Hort retorted, seeing the pirates who’d 
been watching Agatha suddenly aim arrows at him once more. In front of 
the castle, Japeth was muscling out of Dot’s chocolate swamp. “You have to 
come with me!” Hort thundered, nosing his stymph towards her. “Now!” 

Sophie recoiled. “They’re our friends, Hort. My friends.” 

“Don’t be stupid! Get on!” Hort pleaded— 

Sophie lit her fingerglow and shot his stymph in the tailbone with a pink 
flare, sending the bird rocketing forward, just as arrows slashed for Hort’s 
skull. Hort tried to veer back towards Sophie, but his bird ignored him and 
soared after the other stymphs, as if it knew its duty was to keep its rider 
safe. With an anguished cry, Hort looked back at Sophie, tears welling, 
while his stymph whisked him into the horizon without her. Pirates strung 
their bows one last time, but their arrows fell short, snapping against the 
church tower brick and showering wooden shards over the crowd. 

Everything went quiet. 

Sophie stood alone, rock still. 

She’d given up a chance to be free. 

To be with Agatha again. 

To be safe at school. 

So she could help people. 

Her. Evil’s once-queen. 

She didn’t even know who she was saving. 

Or how many. 

The real Sophie would be halfway to freedom by now. 


The real Sophie would have saved herself. 

A prickling dread snaked down her spine. Not just because she felt like 
a stranger in her own body. 

But because someone was watching her. 

She raised her head and saw Rhian in the church doorway, battered and 
bruised, his bluish eyes dead cold. 

And then she knew. 

He’d seen Agatha in the sky. 

He’d seen her army. 

He’d seen everything. 

But he wasn’t the only one. 

Thousands of people from other kingdoms, including their leaders, 
stood downhill, their eyes pinned upwards on the clear air as the last flecks 
of Agatha and her army disappeared. 

All at once, their eyes moved to the king, watching Rhian the way he 
was watching Sophie, as birds circled overhead, tweeting brightly into 
silence — 

“Agatha’s caught!” “She has no army!” “Did you hear?” “Praise the 
Lion! Praise the King!” 
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AGATHA 


Friendship Lessons 


As Agatha paced Merlin’s Menagerie on the roof of the School for Good, 
she kept her eye on the sunset, waiting for the first sign of her friends. 

She glanced back and saw the Good and Evil faculty silently fanned out 
behind her and the spying eyes of first years peeping through the frosted 
glass doors from inside the castle. 

Agatha paced faster between the hedge sculptures from King Arthur’s 
tale. She looked up again. 





Still no stymphs. 

What's taking them so long? she thought, shuffling past a leafy scene of 
Guinevere with baby Tedros. 

She needed to know who’d escaped from the dungeons. 

More importantly, she needed to know who hadn’t— 

She paced right into a hedge of Arthur pulling the sword from the stone, 
the rough shrubs slapping against her face. 

Agatha sighed, remembering the moment when Tedros tried to pull a 
sword from the stone at his coronation. The moment that had precipitated 


everything that followed. And she still had no answer for why he’d failed 
and Rhian had succeeded. 

She looked into the sky once more. 

Nothing. 

This time, however, she could see purple detonations of light over the 
school’s North Gate, challenging the bubble of green fog around the school. 

Rhian’s men must be attacking Professor Manley’s shield again. 

She peered closer at the purple light. Magic, she thought. But Rhian’s 
pirates couldn’t do magic. So who was helping them? 

On the shores of Halfway Bay, Professor Manley cast rays of green mist 
to reinforce the shield, while the school’s wolf guards herded around the 
moat towards the North Gate, ready to fight Rhian’s men if they got 
through. 

It’s only a matter of time, Agatha thought. How long until the shield 
gave way? A week? A few days? Rhian’s men would show them no mercy. 
She needed to get the students and teachers out before the shield fell. Which 
meant they needed a new safe house... . somewhere she and her army could 
hide.... 

But first, Agatha needed her prince back. 

She knew that she shouldn’t be hoping for Tedros to have escaped over 
the others. That it wasn’t Good in the slightest to root for someone else to 
have been left behind. But in times like these, even the purest of souls can’t 
always be Good. 

She leaned against the prickly green blade of Arthur’s sword, out of 
sight of the teachers and first years. 

This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. 

She was supposed to have all of her friends back, safe and sound. 
Sophie included. 

But nothing ever went as it was supposed to. 

At least not in her fairy tale. 


A FEW HOURS earlier, Agatha stood at the window in Professor Sader’s old 
office—now Hort’s office—watching the stymphs fly off to Camelot, the 
students of Groups #1 and #6 on their backs. Little by little, the birds 
receded into the gold glare of Rhian’s tale about Young Hristo, branded 
against the blue sky. 


Agatha glanced down at the remaining first years, cramming in a quick 
lunch of turkey stew in the Clearing, their eyes pinned to the horizon, 
anxiously watching their classmates soar towards Rhian’s kingdom. 

“Nevers and Evers sitting together at lunch? Things have changed,” 
Agatha marveled. 

“Or maybe they’ve bonded over you sending their friends to die,” 
Professor Manley’s voice growled behind her. 

Agatha turned to see the Good and Evil faculty standing around Hort’s 
hopelessly messy desk, their faces tense with concern. Amidst the soggy 
books, ink-spattered scrolls, food crumbs, and strewn underpants lay 
Professor Dovey’s gray bag, the outline of a sphere visible beneath the worn 
fabric. 

“T agree with Bilious,” said Princess Uma, arms folded over her pink 
gown. “You pull two groups of students into a corner, whisper with them 
like a pack of squirrels, and off they go into battle, with a plan you’ve yet to 
explain to anyone else.” 

“EVEN THOUGH WE’RE THE TEACHERS,” Castor blistered. 

“And even though one of the groups is mine,” snapped Yuba the 
Gnome, thumping his white staff into the dirty floor. 

“Look, the groups will reach Camelot soon. We don’t have time to 
argue,” said Agatha forcefully. “They wanted to go. They’re not at this 
school to play it safe or be coddled. They’re here to do what is right. And 
that means getting our friends out of Camelot. You asked me to lead them 
and I did. You asked me to come up with a plan and I did. And now, for this 
plan to work, I need your help.” 

“A PLAN NEEDS PLANNING,” Castor savaged. 

“A plan needs consultation,” Yuba hectored. 

“A plan needs time,” Professor Anemone resounded. 

“There was no time,” Agatha bit back. “The Blessing is our chance to 
rescue our friends and I had to take it.” 

“So you send first years to die?” said Professor Sheeks angrily. “Your 
fourth-year classmates in the clinic could have gone—you could have gone 

“No, I couldn’t. And neither could any other fourth year,’ Agatha 
retorted. “Rhian’s brother has a map that tracks us. Just like Dovey’s Quest 
Map. Rhian would see us coming. He can’t see the first years.” 

Professor Sheeks went quiet. 


“You think I wanted to send them into harm’s way?” said Agatha. “I 
wish they could all be in class right now, with nothing to worry about 
except Snow Balls and ranking points. I wish they could be practicing their 
animal calls and weather spells and be immune to anything beyond the 
school gates. I wish I could be the one flying to Camelot. But wishes won’t 
save my friends. For my plan to work, I needed them. And now I need 
you.” She paused. “Well, it isn’t really my plan. It’s Sophie’s.” 

The teachers stared at her. 

“T found it in Lionsmane’s message,” Agatha explained, looking out the 
window at the gold words in the sky. 


Citizens of the Woods! Revel in the tale of Hristo of Camelot, only 8 
years old, who ran away from home and came to my castle, hoping 
to be my knight. Young Hristo’s mother found and whipped the poor 
boy. Stay strong, Hristo! The day you tum 16, you have a place as 
my knight! A child who loves his king is a blessed child. Let that be 
a lesson to all. 


“When we were in the theater, I read a news clip that claimed it wasn’t 
Rhian writing Lionsmane’s tales, but Sophie,” said Agatha. “It seemed 
absurd at first, and yet something told me it was true. Because the more I 
read the message, the more it felt off . . . as if whoever had written it had 
picked their language very carefully. . . . Which meant if it was Sophie 
who’d written it, she’d chosen her words for a reason.” Agatha smiled. 
“And then I saw it.” 

With her fingerglow, she drew circles in the air, marking up the 
message. 


Citizens of the Woods! Revel in the tale of Hristo of Camelot, only 8 
years old, who ran away from home and came to my castle, hoping 
to be my knight. Young Hristo’s mother found and whipped the 
poor boy. Stay strong, Hristo! The day you turn 16, you have a place 
as my knight! A child who loves his king is a blessed child. Let that 
be a lesson to all. 


“First letter of each sentence,” said Agatha. “C-R-Y-S-T-A-L. Sophie 
knows I have Professor Dovey’s crystal ball. And she wants me to use it.” 


The faculty peered at her, unconvinced . . . except for Professor Manley, 
whose usually viperous expression had turned curious. 

“Go on,” he said. 

“When Professor Dovey came to Camelot, she brought her crystal ball,” 
Agatha explained. “It was making her ill, so Sophie and I kept it away from 
her, even though Merlin said I should return it. But I wasn’t going to give 
Dovey back a ball that was hurting her. That’s why I have it now.” She 
glanced at the Dean’s bag on the table. “Sophie knows the risks of using it, 
but she also knows it’s the only way to save our friends. Because whatever 
its side effects, the ball works. When we were on our quest, Professor 
Dovey used it to communicate with us. I know that for a fact because I 
talked to her from Avalon. The crystal let her find students anywhere in the 
Woods. Which means we can use the crystal ball to find whoever is in 
Camelot’s dungeons.” 

“No, we can't,” said Yuba testily, waving his staff, “because anyone 
with sense knows you can’t use magic in the dungeons—” 

“The crystal ball can’t get in the dungeons, but it can get our friends 
out,” Agatha countered. “According to maps of Camelot, the dungeons are 
against the side of the hill. Meaning the crystal ball can find that exact spot 
on the hill, which is where our rescue team will break in.” 

“Where is this spot, then?” Professor Sheeks challenged, pointing a 
stubby finger at the ball. “Show it to us.” 

“I can’t. At least not yet,” said Agatha, her confident facade faltering for 
the first time. “Dovey told us the ball is broken; it can only be used for a 
short time each day before it cuts off the connection. We need to save that 
time for when our students make it to Camelot and send us the signal.” 

“And you know how to use the crystal?” Professor Anemone prodded 
skeptically. 

“Well, um, now that you mention it... that’s the other problem... 
Agatha’s throat bobbed. “I can’t turn it on.” 

The room went silent. 

“WHAT?” Castor blurted. 

“It was glowing when I left Camelot . . . I thought that meant it was 
working ...,” Agatha stammered. “But just now I took it in the bathroom 
and tried waving at it and shaking it and turning it upside down and nothing 
happens—” 


„ 


Castor stalked towards her, baring his teeth. “YOU JUST SENT MY 
STUDENTS INTO A LION’S DEN, RELYING ON A CRYSTAL BALL 
YOU CAN’T USE?” 

Agatha skirted around the desk. “You’re teachers . . . You know how to 
use it...” 

“We cant use it, you head-dented twit!” Manley assailed, his baleful 
scowl returning. “No one can use it, except Clarissa! And we would have 
told you if you’d bothered to ask us before risking our students’ lives!” 

Agatha turned red as a rosebush. “I thought Merlin used it too!” 

“You should ‘think’ less and know more!” Manley lashed. “To make a 
crystal ball, a seer takes a piece of a fairy godmother’s soul and melds it 
with a piece of their own. That means every fairy godmother can only use 
the crystal made for her. To activate it, Clarissa would need to keep it still 
and look into its center at eye level. That is the only way it will work. If a 
fairy godmother wishes to give another access to her ball, then she can 
instruct the seer at the time of its making to have the crystal recognize a 
second person. If Merlin can use Clarissa’s ball, then Clarissa chose him as 
her Second. No one else can make the ball work. No one. Unless, that is, 
Dovey happened to name one of us her Second before she ever came to this 
school to teach.” 

Agatha couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “B-b-but there has to be 
some other way—” 

“Oh, really? Let’s see,” Manley mocked, practically foaming at the 
mouth. He ripped open Dovey’s bag, dug past Tedros’ jacket, and from its 
folds, pulled out a dusty orb the size of a coconut, blemished with scratches 
and a long, jagged crack in its blue-tinted glass. Manley held it up to eye 
level. “Look at that! It doesn’t work! What about Uma? Can you make it 
work?” He shoved it in front of the princess. “Alas. No. Emma... ? No. 
Sheeba? No. Castor? Yuba? Aleksander? Rumi? No, no, and no. Like I said, 
completely, utterly worthless—” He thrust it at Agatha, clocking her in the 
nose— 

The ball lit up. 

Manley dropped it in shock, but Agatha caught it, raising the crystal 
towards her face. The sphere glowed wintry blue, like luminescent ice, as 
she gazed into its center, a silver mist brewing inside. 

“Guess I should have tried holding it still,” she breathed. 

Teachers gathered around her, thunderstruck. 


“Impossible,” Manley croaked. 

But now the mist was taking shape, snaking towards Agatha from the 
ball, as her sweaty palms left streaks on the glass. 

“Dovey couldn’t have named her as her Second!” Professor Anemone 
sputtered. “The girl wasn’t born when the ball was made!” 

Slowly the mist inside the crystal congealed into a phantom face that 
pressed against the scratched-up glass, peering at Agatha through eyeless 
sockets. The phantom’s face was foggy in texture and flickered every other 
second, as if suffering from a magical glitch, but the closer Agatha looked 
at the face, the more it seemed to shift between the features of Professor 
Dovey and the features of someone else familiar . . . someone who she 
couldn’t quite pin down.... 

Then it spoke, its low, metallic voice glitching too, so Agatha had to 
string together the words. 


“Clear as crystal, hard as bone, 
My wisdom is Clarissa and Clarissa 5 alone. 


But she named you her Second, so Pll speak to you too. 
So tell me, dear Second, whose life shall I cue? 


A friend or an enemy, any name Pll allow, 
Say it loud and I’Il show you them now.” 


Agatha opened her mouth to respond— 

Suddenly, she felt the ball ripped out of her hands and the orb went 
dark. 

“Wait,” Yuba the Gnome mulled, the crystal hooked on the end of his 
staff. He dangled it in front of his brown, leathery face, studying its battered 
surface. “Clarissa is in Rhian’s dungeons. He could know we have her ball. 
He could have forced her to teach him its secrets so he can lure Agatha to 
her doom.” The gnome turned on his former student. “So how do we know 
it isn’t the king who wants you to use the crystal? How do we know this 
isn’t a trap?” 

The faculty quietly considered this. 

So did Agatha. 

Then shadows rushed through the room, followed by a sunburst, and 
they all turned to see the sky changing out the window. Lionsmane’s tale 


about Hristo was fading and in its place, anew message appeared. 


Celebrate! Rogue Agatha has been caught! Yet another enemy of 
Camelot, brought down by the Lion. Scoff at all other reports. There 
is only one army: the Lion’s Army. And it is made of you: the 
people of the Woods! Live under the Lion and you will be safe 
forever. 


“Further proof he’s trying to tempt Agatha out of hiding,” Yuba said 
sternly. “By lying about her capture, he’s daring her to show her face.” 

“But look . . . there it is again... ,” said Agatha, highlighting the 
message with her glow. “First letter of every sentence. C-R-Y-S-T-A-L.” 
She turned to Yuba. “It’s Sophie. I’m sure of it.” 

“And I’m sure it’s the king,” the gnome refuted. 

“T know Sophie.” Agatha held firm. “I know my friend.” 

“We cannot risk our students’ lives on a hunch, Agatha,” Yuba attacked. 
“All logical evidence points to this crystal ball being a trap. As a student, 
you always gave Sophie the benefit of the doubt, privileging emotion over 
reason, while endangering both others and yourself. Sophie may be your 
best friend, but real friendship is about knowing the limits of that 
friendship, not foolishly believing it will always be there to save you. That 
is what got you in all this trouble to begin with. You blindly trusted Rhian 
as a friend and have paid the price. Rhian knows your instincts all too well. 
Follow them and you’ll end up dead with your prince.” 

Agatha could see the teachers nodding, clearly siding with the gnome. 
Yuba shoved the crystal ball back in Dovey’s bag— 

Suddenly a row of fairies whizzed into the office, glowing around 
Princess Uma’s head and unleashing a torrent of high-pitched jabber. 

“They say Rhian’s men are returning to the school gates,” Uma 
recounted breathlessly. “And this time, they have a sorcerer with them.” 

“Tl reinforce the shield as best I can,” Manley muttered as he headed 
for the door. He glanced back at Uma. “Find a way to turn those stymphs 
around before our students arrive in Camelot. Get them back here now.” He 
gave Agatha an ireful look and left the office. 

Professor Anemone corralled Uma. “Can you call the stymphs?” 

“It’s too late! They’ve surely reached Camelot by now!” said the 
princess. 


“What if we send a crow, telling them to abandon plan?” Professor 
Espada proposed. 

“Faster if we mogrify ourselves,” said Professor Lukas. 

“FASTER IF YOU RIDE ON MY BACK,” Castor harrumphed. 
“LET’S BRING ’EM BACK OURSEL .. .” 

His voice petered out. The faculty followed the dog’s eyes to the 
window. 

Agatha stood in front of it, burning a large circle into the glass with her 
fingerglow. Then she pulled the glass away, opening up a gaping hole. 

“Never took her for a vandal,” Professor Sheeks said. 

Professor Anemone blinked overcurled lashes. “She’s gone rogue!” 

Agatha raised her lit finger to the hole in the glass, her chest filling up 
with emotion like a river after the rain. Then, pointing her fingertip like a 
wand, she shot her glow at Lionsmane’s message, feeling all the anger, fear, 
and determination surge out of her body and into the sky. Over Camelot, 
black clouds gathered like tentacles around Lionsmane’s message, moving 
to the beat of a low thunder. The clouds curled around the words as Agatha 
focused harder, directing the mist to weave around each letter like fingers 
pulling the strings of a violin. Then all at once, the letters began to quiver, 
each one trembling in the sky. 

“How is she doing that?” Princess Uma rasped. 

“First-year weather spell,” said Professor Sheeks. “Yuba would have 
taught it to her himself.” 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” the gnome dismissed. “Elementary weather spells 
can’t touch an enemy’s magic!” 

Agatha thrust her finger even harder at the sky, the letters shivering 
faster and faster. She could feel the weight of Lionsmane’s message heavy 
under her hand, as if pushing a stone lid off a tomb. Clenching her teeth, she 
thought of Tedros, Sophie, Dovey, Merlin, and all her friends, summoning 
every last drop of resolve, her glow electrifying the veins down her whole 
palm... until at last, with a ferocious “ummmpph,” she magically stripped 
the gold off the letters... 

. . revealing the pink imprint of the message beneath it, like a fresh 
scar. 

The pink of whoever’s magic had drafted the message in the first place. 

A pink so bold and brash everyone knew who it belonged to. 


“Elementary weather spells can’t touch an enemy’s magic,” said 
Agatha, gazing at the remnants of Sophie’s glow, “unless the magic isn’t an 
enemy’s at all.” 

In the glass, she could see the teachers goggling at her: Manley, too, 
from the stairwell outside the office doors. 

Agatha stabbed out her hand and shot a spell that collapsed Lionsmane’s 
message into a golden ball, swelling and detonating it like a rival sun — 
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She watched the word burn against the sky. 

Too much, she thought. 

But she couldn’t help herself. 

She had to send a message to that fraud on Tedros’ throne . . . to the 
Snake at his side . . . to every last dupe that was following him... . 

And most of all to Sophie. 

To tell her that she’d broken her code. 

That help was on the way. 

Agatha walked up to Yuba, yanked Dovey’s bag from his grubby little 
hands, and strode out of the office. “Shall we get back to saving people?” 
She glared back with fire. “Or does anyone else want to teach me lessons 
about friendship?” 

Teachers peeked at each other . . . then scampered to follow. 

The gnome included. 


THEY DID IT in the Library of Virtue, on the highest floor of Honor Tower, so 
Agatha could have a clear view of the Woods through the library’s 
windows. 

She stood facing the glass, with the crystal ball placed on a lectern in 
front of her. Behind her, the teachers watched, along with the hushed first 
years, who huddled against a wall painted with the school crest, their eyes 
on Agatha too. 

Agatha insisted the first years be present, despite the teachers’ 
misgivings. They deserved to be part of this. They wanted to be part of this. 
Their classmates’ lives were on the line. If she could bring Groups #1 and 
#6 home safely, she’d earn the remaining kids’ trust as their leader. And she 
needed that trust for the war to come. 

Over Halfway Bay, fairies flew Manley up to the School Master’s 
tower, so he could reinforce his shield against Rhian’s men from a closer 
distance. All the while, Agatha watched the sky beyond the tower, waiting 
for the signal from Camelot. The library was quiet around her, the only 
sound the labored breathing of the new librarian, a withered gray-whiskered 
goat, who stamped books so listlessly that Agatha wondered if he might die 
before he got through his pile. Nor did he show the faintest curiosity as to 
why the whole school had herded into his library to stare at a crystal ball. 
He continued to stamp—fump, fump, fump—the slow pace clashing with 
Agatha’s restless heartbeat as she pinned her eyes to the empty sky, her 
breath shallowing, a sense of doom crawling up her throat... . 

Then a tiny flare appeared far away: a crisscrossing navy-and-pink 
helix, like an accidental firework. 

Agatha exhaled. “Bodhi’s and Laithan’s glows. They made it through 
Camelot’s gates without being seen.” 

“They’re safe!” cheered a lively, dark-haired girl labeled PRIYANKA. 

First years broke out in applause— 

“Premature,” Professor Anemone clipped anxiously. “Now comes the 
real danger. Bodhi and Laithan have to sneak onto the Gold Tower hill and 
wait for Agatha’s bubble to appear, so she can show them the precise spot 
on the hill where they can break into the dungeons. Agatha, meanwhile, has 
to use the crystal ball to find this spot. And quickly. Every second Bodhi 
and Laithan spend on the castle grounds waiting for Agatha is a second too 
many.” 

The students hushed again. 


Agatha focused on the crystal ball. 

Nothing happened. 

“Look directly into its center,” Princess Uma urged. 

“Don’t blink,” Professor Sheeks nagged. 

“I know,” Agatha gritted. 

But still, the ball didn’t work. 

Bodhi and Laithan were looking for her bubble on the hill at this very 
moment. ... They were counting on her to appear. ... 

In the crystal’s reflection, she could see students creeping towards her 
from behind, trying to get a closer look— 

“BE STILL, PEONS!” Castor boomed. 

“Shhh!” Professor Anemone hissed. 

Agatha took a deep breath and closed her eyes. 

Be still. 

Be still. 

Be still. 

She couldn’t remember how to be still. She couldn’t remember the last 
time she was still. 

Then a memory surfaced. 

Her and Sophie by a lake in Gavaldon . . . a breeze rippling the surface, 


their bodies intertwined on the shore . . . their breaths synched, the silence 
endless . . . two best friends, basking in a sunset, wishing it would last 
forever. ... 

Agatha opened her eyes. 

The crystal glowed blue. 


Strands of silver curled towards her and the phantom appeared. 


“Clear as crystal, hard as bone, 
My wisdom is Clarissa and Clarissa 5 alone. 


But she named you her Second, so Pll speak to you too. 
So tell me, dear Second, whose life shall I cue? 


A friend or an enemy, any name Pll allow, 
Say it loud and I’Il show you them now.” 


“Show me Tedros,” she ordered. 
“As you wish,” the crystal replied. 


The silver phantom dispersed into mist and reassembled, depicting a 
scene within the ball— 

Tedros bursting into the Theater of Tales, a rose in one hand, a sword in 
his other, as he fenced playfully against handsome Everboys, all the while 
grinning at girls in the audience. 

“That isn’t ‘now,’” Agatha said, dismayed. “That’s his first day of 
school! That was years ago!” 

The crystal ball glitched, the scene stuttering and breaking apart into a 
thousand tiny crystal orbs within the larger one, each little bauble replaying 
the same clip of Tedros fencing the boys. Then a storm of blue lightning 
shot through the orb, rejoining the mini-crystals into a new scene. . 
Tedros as a young child, hiding under the bed in that strange guest room 
Agatha once saw in Camelot’s White Tower, the prince giggling to himself 
as fairies zoomed through looking for him... . 

The crystal glitched harder, faster— 

This time it showed two Tedroses running together through the Woods, 
both shirtless and bloody . . . then Tedros as a baby, playing with Merlin’s 
hat... then Tedros with Agatha underwater, peering into the crystal with 
her like she was now... . 

“There is something very wrong with that ball,” Yuba murmured. 

“Dovey said it was broken, but not like this,” Agatha fretted, grabbing 
the ball with both hands. Without her help, Bodhi and Laithan would be 
stranded at Rhian’s castle. The crystal had to work. “Show me Tedros the 
way he is!” she spewed. “Not as a child, not as a student, but as he is now!” 

The ball detonated with lightning and showed Tedros kissing Sophie in 
a sapphire cave. 

“Stupid ball!” Agatha shouted, upending it like an hourglass. 

Only now it was showing an eagle flying over a bloodred lake. 

“Show me Tedros, you piece of crap! The real Tedros!” She rattled it 
with both hands like a cheap maraca— 

Something seemed to lock into place. 

Now inside the crystal’s frame, a silver bubble roved over lush green 
grass, sun-kissed on a golden afternoon. As the bubble coasted uphill, the 
grass trembling in its breeze, Agatha could see the edges of a familiar tower 
overhead, armored guards manning the catwalks with crossbows. 

“Wait. This is it,” she breathed. “This is Camelot.” 


The bubble slowed, then stopped on a patch of grass halfway up the hill 
before zeroing in, close enough for Agatha to see ants skittering across the 
green blades. 

“The crystal is telling us this is where Tedros is. His dungeon is under 
that grass!” Agatha said, emotion straining her voice. She was a layer of dirt 
away from seeing her prince again. “That’s where they have to do it! That’s 
where Bodhi and Laithan have to break in!” 

For a moment, the Library was overtaken by silence. 

Castor’s voice interrupted it. 

“IF THEY SHOW UP.” 

Agatha’s thought exactly. 

Where were they? 

The pink-and-blue flare meant they’d safely entered Camelot’s gates. 
They were supposed to sneak onto the Gold Tower hill and wait for her. The 
hill was small. It should have been easy to scan the grass and see her bubble 
the moment it appeared.... 

Her heart stopped. 

Had Bodhi and Laithan been captured by Rhian’s pirate guards? Had 
her plan to keep them unseen failed? Were they hurt or worse, still... 

What was she thinking! Letting first years go on a daredevil mission 
that had the slimmest chance of succeeding? Were her friends’ lives worth 
killing innocent kids? Would Tedros, Sophie, and Dovey want students 
dying for them? 

This is a mistake, she thought. She was so caught up in trying to save 
Camelot’s future that she’d borrowed against the school’s. She had to 
correct course. She’d order the crystal to show her Bodhi and Laithan. 
Wherever they were, she’d find a way to get them out. Even if it meant 
losing Tedros. Even if it meant losing everyone else. 

She glared into the ball. “Show me Bo—” 

A handsome face thrust into the crystal’s frame, spattered with black 
goo, a shimmery cape held over his head like a shield. 

“Sorry,” Bodhi panted, his breath shaking the bubble. “Couldn’t see 
your bubble in the sunlight. Plus, Sophie’s old snakeskin cape is a 
nightmare to handle. Thin, slippery, and just the worst. To stay invisible, we 
had to shuffle under it like one of those dragon puppets. And Laithan has a 
big behind.” 


“I take that as a compliment,” whispered goo-covered Laithan, 
squeezing in under the cape. “In fairness to my behind, we planned for two 
of us, not three, so that made things worse.” 

“Three?” Agatha said, mystified. 

“Hiya,” said a new goo-splotched face, crowding under the cape. 

“Hort?” Agatha blurted. 

“So I’m sitting in the carriage with Willam and Bogden fending off one 
of the Snake’s eels,” said the weasel, “and then what do you know, here 
come two of my former students, raiding the royal carriage like wild men 
and stunning the driver with a pretty mediocre spell but giving me just 
enough time to beat that scim to a puddle, and bang on, we’re off and 
rolling to Camelot. Boys said they’re supposed to invade the dungeons 
alone—that Sophie’s old cape wouldn’t fit three of us—but no way was I 
gonna let two first years go without me. I’m a professor. Oh, and Bogden 
and Willam wanted to come, but those boys are better as lookouts, if you 
know what I mean.” 

“Bogden and Willam?” said Agatha, even more baffled now. 

“They stashed the carriage in the Woods near the castle and are waiting 
there, in case we can’t use the stymphs to escape,” said Bodhi. “No clouds 
today, so stymphs can’t hide overhead or the guards on the towers would 
see them. Have no idea where they’ve flown to. We’ll try signaling them 
once we free the prisoners, but no guarantee they’ll pick us up.” 

“A real crystal ball? Sooo cool,” said Laithan, poking at the bubble and 
distorting it. He searched the frame. “Is Priyanka watching? Tell her I say 
hi.” 

“Professor Anemone is watching, and you should be focusing on your 
vital mission instead of peacocking for girls!” the Beautification teacher 
scorched. 

Laithan cleared his throat. “Um, the dungeons are . . . here?” 

“Right where you’re standing,” Agatha confirmed. 

Bunched under the snakeskin, the three boys barraged the ground with 
their lit fingerglows, burning holes in the grass. Hort’s magic burrowed far 
faster than the first years’, searing through dirt like the sun melting ice, until 
he hit a solid gray wall. He gave it a kick, hearing a hollow sound and saw 
specks crumble, as if the wall was exceptionally old or not very sturdy. 
Then he silently cued the boys and they renewed their glows’ assault. 


Suddenly a gust of wind swept in, blowing the snakeskin off them. The 
boys’ outlines brightened in Agatha’s frame. They weren’t invisible 
anymore. Agatha saw a guard on the tower turn— 

Hort snatched the cape back down, shielding them once more. “Holy 
frogballs. Did they see us?” 

“I don’t know,” said Agatha. “Just hurry.” 

The boys shot their lit fingers harder at the dungeon wall, but this time, 
Bodhi and Laithan’s glow just spurted weak sparks. 

“New boys never last long,” Princess Uma lamented. 

“Easily drained,” Professor Sheeks concurred. 

Hort glowered at Bodhi and Laithan as he redoubled his glow strength. 
“And you wanted to do this alone?” 

There was another problem now too. 

“Hort?” Agatha rasped. 

“What.” 

“My connection’s weakening.” 

Hort looked up into the frame and saw what she was seeing: the image 
in the bubble turning translucent. 

“Oh, for Hook’s sake,” Hort growled. 

He redirected his glow onto himself and, with a choked scream, 
exploded out of his clothes, morphing into a giant man-wolf, nearly evicting 
the two boys out from under the cape with his girth, before hugging them 
back under his furred torso like a lion protecting his cubs. Then with the 
snakeskin hung tight around them, Hort raised two hairy fists and slammed 
the wall, once, twice, three times, the last with a roar— 

The wall caved in. 

Two boys and a man-wolf tumbled down in an implosion of brick, dirt, 
and grass as Agatha watched, bug-eyed, hearing the confused shouts of 
distant guards through the crystal and then the clatter of alarm bells. Black 
dust swirled inside the crystal ball like a storm, obscuring everything 
behind it; Agatha pressed her nose to the glass, while teachers and students 
crowded in behind her, desperate to see if the boys survived. 

Little by little, the dust cleared, revealing three walls of a dark prison 
cell, a ray of sunlight piercing through like a saber. Hort, Bodhi, and 
Laithan lay facedown in the rubble, groaning as they stirred. 

But that’s not who Agatha was looking at. 


Agatha was watching a sallow, glassy-eyed boy, covered in blood and 
bruises, slowly rise from a crouch into the sunlight, like he was lost in a 
dream. 

“Agatha?” 

Tears came to his princess’s eyes. “Tedros, listen to me. Everything I 
said that night before the battle... everything I said to Sophie . . . I was lost 
in a moment. I was scared and frustrated. It’s not how I feel about you—” 

“You came for me. That’s all that matters,” Tedros said, choked up with 
emotion. “I didn’t think there was a way. But you found one. Of course you 
found one. You're you. And now you're here . . .” He cocked his head. 
“Along with a lot of other people. Um, I see Yuba... and Castor and... 
are you at school?” 

“For now,” said Agatha quickly. “And soon you will be too. You’re hurt 
and the teachers can heal you.” 

“Do I look as bad as I feel?” Tedros asked. 

“Still handsomer than Rhian,” said Agatha. 

“Good answer. And Sophie?” 

“A group of first years is distracting Rhian long enough to free her. 
There’ll be plenty of time for us to talk once you're here at school. You 
need to get out now, Tedros. You and Dovey and all the others.” 

But Tedros just gazed at her like they had all the time in the world. 
Agatha, too, felt herself falling into Tedros’ eyes, as if there was no barrier 
between them at all. 

“Um... guys?” 

Tedros turned to the man-wolf, head raised on the floor. 

Hort pointed with his paw. “They’re coming.” 

All of a sudden, Agatha saw shadows rushing in from every side of the 
crystal, converging on the dungeons. 

“Free the rest!” Tedros cried at Hort, who bounded with the prince 
down the hall towards the other cells. Bodhi and Laithan lumbered up from 
the floor, limping after them, but Hort flung them backwards—“Call the 
stymphs, you fool!” 

Bodhi spun around, firing navy flares through the sinkhole into the sky, 
past pirate guards who were starting to leap down from the hill into the 
dungeons. More dirt and rubble clouded Agatha’s ball, obscuring her view. 
She could see Laithan repelling guards with stun spells, but his glow wasn’t 
strong enough to stop them. A pirate charged forward and tackled him, 


wrestling the muscly first year into a headlock, blocking Agatha’s sightline 
completely. 

Meanwhile, the bubble inside her crystal had faded two shades lighter. 
She could hardly see anything anymore, her connection about to break. 

Hort’s roars echoed down the hall, along with the sound of crashing 
metal. Disconnected voices rose in the chaos— 

“This way!” Tedros yelled. 

“Nicola, look behind you!” shouted Professor Dovey. 

“Get off me, you brute!” Kiko screamed. 

The cry of shrieking stymphs drowned them out. 

More debris exploded through the dungeons, flooding Agatha’s crystal. 
The crystal glitched again and the dust morphed to silver shimmer, slowly 
re-forming the phantom mask. ... 

“I can’t see them anymore,” Agatha gasped. 

“The stymphs came too late,” Princess Uma said, ashen. “They won’t 
get everyone out.” 

“They have to,” Agatha panicked. “If we leave anyone behind, Rhian 
will kill them!” 

“WE NEED TO GO NOW!” Castor blasted, lurching for the doors. 
“WE HAVE TO HELP THEM—” 

“You'll never get there in time,” Yuba said. 

Castor stopped in his tracks. 

The library went quiet, students and teachers alike. 

Agatha took a deep breath and looked up at her army. 

“Maybe we won’t get to them,” she said. “But I know someone who 
will.” 

Professor Anemone read her face. “You’re overestimating her goodness, 
Agatha. She’ll save herself, no matter what it costs. It doesn’t matter who’s 
still left. She’ll be on the first stymph to school.” 

Agatha didn’t listen. She’d learned her lesson too many times: 
friendship can’t be explained. Not a friendship like hers. Some bonds are 
too deep for others to ever understand. 

She looked back at the crystal as the silver phantom inside prowled 
towards her, fading quickly, with just enough power for one last wish. . . . 

“Show me Sophie,” Agatha commanded. 


BACK ON THE rooftop, Agatha leaned against the leafy sculpture of King 
Arthur, still thinking about his son. 

He wouldn’t be one of those left behind. 

He’d find a way back to her. 

Like she always found a way back to him. 

Someone’s voice ripped her from her trance: “They’re here!” 

Agatha leapt out from behind the hedge, her eyes on the sky. 

Stymphs soared towards the school from the Woods, smoothly 
penetrating Manley’s green fog, as their young riders began to come into 
view against the red-hot sunset. 

First years burst through the roof door behind Agatha, cheering their 
return, the teachers joining in. “THEY’RE SAVED!” “WE WON!” “LONG 
LIVE TEDROS!” “LONG LIVE THE SCHOOL!” 

Agatha was too busy counting the stymphs’ riders— 

Hester... Anadil . . . Dot... 

Beatrix... Reena . . . Kiko... 

Bodhi...Laithan...Devan... 

More bony birds tore through the fog, more riders on their backs. 


Ten... eleven . . . twelve, Agatha counted, as her army’s cheers 
amplified. 

Two more stymphs, two riders on each. 

Fifteen... 

Sixteen... 


The birds stopped coming. 

Agatha waited, as the first wave of stymphs landed on the Great Lawn 
below, Hester and Dot dismounting, helping Anadil, who was soaked in 
blood. 

Instantly, teachers and students rushed back into the castle and down 
onto the lawn to help her, along with others landing nearby: Bert... 
Beckett... Laralisa... 

Agatha stayed on the roof, searching the fog for more stymphs. 

The sky stayed clear. 

Seven short. 

They were seven people short. 

Seven who only Sophie could save now. 

Agatha welled with tears, realizing who’d been left behind— 

CRACK! 


The sound ricocheted across the school grounds like a stone through 
glass. 

Agatha looked out and saw Professor Manley screaming violently at her 
from the School Master’s window . . . students and teachers fleeing into the 
castle from the lawn . . . wolves covered in blood at the North Gate... . 

Agatha raised her eyes to a hole in the green shield . . . to the steel and 
boots coming through... . 

She backed up and started running. 

No time to mourn the missing. 

Not now. 

Because while she was breaking into Rhian’s castle... 

Rhian’s men had broken into hers. 


TEDROS 
Lucky Seven 


Beneath the cold, murky water, Tedros finally felt clean. 

He let his arms and legs splay out, floating like seaweed beneath the 
algae-green surface. The biting chill numbed his sore muscles and froze out 
his thoughts. As long as he stayed underwater, he didn’t have to face what 
was above it. 

But he could only hold his breath for so long. 

Each time he came up, long enough to inhale, he heard a snippet of 
conversation. 





“If Pd been picked to wear Sophie’s cape instead of those boys, we 
would have escaped—” 
Tedros went back under. 


“The tarot cards said a flying ghost would be at the church and Agatha’s 
bubble looked just like a flying ghost—” 

Back under. 

“Tf we’d only made a run for it when I told us to—” 

Back under. 

Tedros’ skin screamed with cold, his heart pumping madly. His breaths 
grew shallower and shallower . . . his brain shut down like a closing 
door. .. . He could see King Arthur’s statue above the mold-colored surface, 
refracted and hazy, a stone Excalibur clasped in his folded hands. But now 
Arthur was bending towards the water, leering through empty sockets, 
which crawled with maggots and worms. Tedros dog-paddled backwards, 
but his father chased him, the statue coming alive, as if the king had at last 
learned who had carved out his eyes . . . as if he’d discovered his son’s 
cowardly betrayal. . . . Flailing backwards, Tedros slammed against a wall, 
out of breath, flattened like a starfish as his father came swimming, his 
sword pointed at Tedros’ heart— 

“Unbury Me,” the king commanded. 

Tedros crashed through the surface of the pool, spraying water and 
heaving for breath. 

Valentina and Aja lounged against the marble wall of King’s Cove, 
drenched by Tedros’ splash. Behind them, King Arthur’s statue stood 
eyeless and still. 

“Why is he swimming in a dirty piscina?” said Valentina. 

“Boys are a mystery,” said Aja, wringing out his devil-red hair. 

“You are a boy,” said Valentina. 

“Then why didn’t Agatha pick me to wear Sophie’s cape?” Aja puffed. 
“She knew I loved that cape and instead she let Bodhi and Laithan wear it 

“Oh, give up on that damn cape, will you!” a new voice said. 

Tedros turned to see Willam and Bogden against the opposite wall, both 
in muddy, grass-stained shirts. 

“We’ve been here for hours with no food or water or anything and all 
you can talk about is a cape!” said Bogden. “You should be worrying about 
getting out of here before we die!” 

“Then stop all this jabbering and help us find a way out,” said Professor 
Dovey’s voice. 


Tedros swiveled to see the Dean and Nicola at the stone door to King’s 
Cove; Nicola was picking the lock with her hairpin while Dovey tried 
shooting spells repeatedly across the molding of the door, only to see the 
spells extinguish midair. 

“There is no way out,” Tedros groused, climbing out of the pool and 
letting the cove’s muggy air thaw his torso as he slumped against the wall 
near Valentina. “Dad put a shield against magic in this room to get rid of the 
fairies after Merlin left. Plus, why do you think they moved us here now 
that the dungeons are smashed in? It’s called King’s Cove for a reason: Dad 
built it as a safe room, in case the castle got invaded. Nothing can penetrate 
it. We’re as trapped here as we were there.” 

“At least it’s the only room in the castle Rhian hasn’t remade into a 
tribute to himself,” said Willam. 

Tedros looked at him. 

“We saw when they took us upstairs,” Bogden explained. “It’s all gold 
Lions and Rhian busts and shirtless statues of him looking buff.” 

“Not that I’m complaining,” said Willam airily. “Been around Camelot 
my whole life and the castle looks so much better than it did before”—he 
saw Tedros glowering— “in a gaudy, low-class sort of way.” 

Tedros raked a hand through his salt-coated hair. “Probably left this 
room alone since no one will see it. Everything that pig does is for show.” 

He rubbed at the bruises on his muscled stomach and chest . . . then 
noticed Aja, Valentina, Willam, and Bogden watching him intently. 

“What?” Tedros said. 

“Nothing,” all four chorused, looking away. 

Tedros put his shirt back on. 

Meanwhile, Dovey and Nicola had resumed their assault on the door. 
Dovey’s green gown shed beetle wings while she stood on tiptoes and shot 
sparks out of her fingertip, trying to find a weakness in the magic shield. 
Beneath her, Nicola’s tongue stuck out in concentration as she crouched in a 
squat, picking deeper in the lock. 

“T lived in this castle. Don’t you think I’d know if there was a way out?” 
Tedros hounded. 

“Weren’t you also the one who said Good never gives up? That Good 
always wins?” Nicola bit back. 

“When did I say that?” Tedros scoffed. 


“Right before you and Sophie went into the Trial by Tale your first 
year,” she said. “Check your fairy tale.” 

Tedros frowned. 

“Should have seen her in class,” Dovey murmured. 

But now Tedros was thinking about that moment when he and Sophie 
went into the Trial together. At the time, he’d thought that the Trial was the 
biggest test he’d ever face . . . that Sophie was his true love... that Good 
would always win.... 

Maybe I do need to check my fairy tale, he thought. Because while 
living it, he could never see it clearly. 

The Trial was hardly a test at all, compared to what he faced now. 

Nor did Sophie turn out to be his true love. 

And Good didn’t always win. 

In fact, it might never win again. 

Panic rippled in his chest, as if the numb chill had worn off, his feelings 
rushing back. Agatha had come to save him. She’d given him a chance to 
fight for his crown. And somehow in the chaos, he’d gotten caught. Again. 

Forget being king, Tedros thought. You can’t even get rescued right. 

He should be at school. He should be at her side, plotting his revenge on 
Rhian. He should be leading the war to take back the throne. 

Bogden sniffled. “We were so close. Willam and I had the royal 
carriage. We took the horses into the Woods, but we didn’t know how to get 
to school. Then I remembered Princess Uma taught my Forest Group to 
speak Horse, so I told the horses to take us to school. . . .” He cried harder. 
“They took us back to Rhian instead.” 

“Horses are so disloyal,” Willam sighed, patting Bogden’s head. 

“What exactly did you say to the horses?” asked Nicola skeptically, still 
working the lock. 

Bogden mimicked a few grunts and a spirited neigh. “That means ‘go to 
school.’” 

“That means ‘poo on my foot, 

Bogden bit his lip. 

“Explains a lot,” Willam mumbled. 

Professor Dovey let out a pained gasp and Tedros turned to see her 
fingertip smoking, the skin raw. “Whatever shield Arthur put in place has 
had enough of me testing it,” she said, sitting wearily on a marble bench 
next to the pool. All of them looked terrible, but Dovey looked especially 
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said Nicola. 


feeble, as if she’d never fully recovered from whatever her crystal ball had 
done to her. She let out a long sigh. “It seems Tedros is right about the 
room’s defenses.” 

A second later, Nicola’s hair clip broke in the lock. 

Aja and Valentina, meanwhile, were at the edge of the pool, poking at 
the rotten water with one of Valentina’s boots. 

The sum of all this dithering made Tedros snap from his own stupor. 
Here he was, judging his teammates, when he wasn’t doing anything to help 
them. Meanwhile, Agatha had escaped, Agatha had gotten to school, 
Agatha had come to save him, Agatha had done everything, everything, 
everything. Had he done anything for her? Or anyone else? That’s why he 
was in this room to begin with. That’s why he’d lost his crown. Because 
he’d been so whiny, so self-involved, so entitled that he’d never stood up 
and done what a king was supposed to do: lead. 

Tedros took to his feet. “Listen, we can’t use magic to get out of here, 
but maybe we can use something else.” 

“Didn’t we just agree that there’s no way out of this room?” the Dean 
muttered. 

“Then let’s make a way out,” Tedros resolved. “Does anyone have any 
talents?” 

Professor Dovey sat straighter, suddenly alert. “Good thinking, Tedros! 
Aja and Valentina. You two are Nevers. What are you practicing in 
Professor Sheeks’ class?” 

“I can climb guanabana trees,” said Valentina. 

“Your villain talent, you goose,” Dovey snapped. “The one you practice 
in school!” 

“That is the one I practice in school,” Valentina repeated. 

Dovey pursed her lips, then turned to Aja. 

“Heat vision,” said the flame-haired boy. “I can see through solid 
objects.” 

“Can you see through this wall?” Tedros said eagerly. 

Aja locked on the wall and its big marble bricks, each the size of a small 
window. “I see ... a black pond... Sophie, looking so chic in white furs 
and a babushka, lost in thought as she feeds the ducks . . . probably coming 
up with a plan to save us... .” 

“We’re in a basement,” Tedros growled. “There’s no ponds at the castle, 
let alone a ‘black’ one. And when I saw Agatha in her crystal ball, she told 


me your friends were rescuing Sophie from the church. She’s safe at school 
by now.” 

Aja tossed his hair. “I see what I see.” 

“And you’ve never gotten one thing right. Not one!” Valentina sniped. 
“Maybe you should find another talent. Like kissing Sophie’s behind.” 

“Anyone else have a talent?” Professor Dovey pressed. 

“Fortune-telling,” said Bogden. 

“Mine too,” said Willam, pulling out tarot cards. 

Tedros remembered their prophecy about gifts. . . . The two boys had 
warned him to be wary of them... . and it was Rhian’s “gift” to Tedros that 
had let Rhian pull Excalibur from the stone and steal Tedros’ crown... . 

Tedros looked at the two boys with new interest. “Ask your cards if 
we'll get out of this room.” 

Bogden dealt a hand. “Says yes.” 

“And soon,” said Willam. 

Tedros’ eyes lit up. “Ask the cards how we do it! Ask them how we get 
out of King’s Cove!” 

Bogden and Willam looked at the cards... . then at each other... . then 
at Tedros.... 

“Potatoes,” the boys said. 

Everyone in the room stared. 

“Potatoes ?” Tedros repeated. 

“Clearly they speak Tarot as well as they speak Horse,” said Professor 
Dovey. “What about you, Nicola?” 

“Readers don’t come with talents,” Tedros griped, watching her search 
the walls for loose bricks. 

Nicola glanced at him. “Yet your girlfriend’s a Reader and done far 
more to help us than you have.” 

Tedros made a face... then perked up. “She’s right. Agatha freed our 
friends by using Dovey’s crystal ball from a thousand miles away. She 
figured something out. Surely we can figure something out too.” 

“Crystal ball? Agatha used my crystal ball?” Dovey chortled. “How 
ridiculous.” 

“Ridiculous or not, it worked, didn’t it?” said Tedros. 

“No, I mean, she couldn't have used my ball,” said the Dean. “No one 
can use my crystal ball besides me. I didn’t name a Second when I had it 
made. The ball would never answer to her.” 


“Well, I saw her inside it,” Tedros pointed out. 

“Me too,” said Valentina. 

“Could have been any crystal ball—” Dovey started. 

“Let’s hope so, because this one was broken,” Aja puffed. “Kept 
glitching and it only lasted a few minutes.” 

Dovey’s face dropped. “But...but... Agatha can’t know how to use 
my ball! It’s impossible. Because if she does, then she’s in grave danger! 
That crystal ball nearly killed me! It isn’t working. Not the way it’s 
supposed to. She must have taken it from me when I came to Camelot! I 
have to speak to her—I have to tell her never to use it again —” 

“Well, you can’t tell her anything until we get out of here!” Tedros said, 
venting his new fears for Agatha back at the Dean. 

“There’s only one way out of King’s Cove,” Nicola piped up. 

Everyone turned to the first year, who stood in front of a hole in the 
wall, struggling under the weight of the big brick she’d extracted from it. 

“We can squeeze through there?” Tedros said excitedly. 

“No. There’s another layer of wall behind it,” Nicola clipped. “The only 
way out of King’s Cove is to wait for someone to open that door and we hit 
them with this brick and make a run for it.” 

“That sounds about as promising as ‘potatoes,’” Tedros snorted, 
shooting a glare at Willam and Bogden. 

“Well, what’s your idea, then?” Bogden attacked. 

“Yeah, what’s your talent other than taking off your shirt and bullying 
kids at school?” Willam harped. 

“Bullying kids at school?” Tedros said, boggled. 

“Don’t play the altar boy,” said Willam, cheeks searing pink. “My 
brother told me everything.” 

“I don’t even know who your brother is—” said Tedros. 

Nicola dropped her brick on the ground with a thud. “No one cares 
about what happened at school or your history of sibling abuse. We’re 
condemned to die in a basement and ambushing whoever opens that door is 
our only chance. Surprise them before they surprise us.” 

“Oh please. No one’s coming,” Aja groaned, back to making waves in 
the pool with Valentina, using Valentina’s boot. “They’re gonna let us 
starve.” 

“Well, everyone except Tedros,” said Valentina, poking harder at the 
pool. “They’re still going to cut off his head.” 


“Thank you for the reminder. Is now really the time to be studying the 
properties of water?” Tedros barked, red-faced. 

“We’re keeping el raton away,” Valentina explained. 

“Raton? What's a ratón?” said Tedros. 

Aja and Valentina pointed at the end of her boot. “That.” 

Tedros leaned closer and saw a fuzzy black cloud squirming in the 
middle of the pool. “A rat? Nevers are scared of rats?” 

“Valentina and I are from Hamelin,” said Aja. 

“Like Pied-Piper-of-Hamelin Hamelin,” said Valentina. 

“Like the Hamelin-that-had-so-many-rats-it-gave-its-children-to-a-rat- 
catching-musician Hamelin,” said Aja. 

“Wait, that isn’t just any rat,” Professor Dovey blurted, lurching up from 
her bench. “That’s Anadil’s rat!” 

Tedros met Dovey’s eyes. Instantly the prince and the Dean dropped 
down and started pushing at the water from opposite sides, trying to bring 
the rat to the edge. Nicola, Willam, and Bogden joined in, the two boys 
cooing things like “Here, little ratty!” and “Swim, little pup!” while the rat 
floundered, choking and spitting, as everyone’s currents competed, keeping 
the rat stuck in the center of the pool, before Tedros had enough and leapt in 
the water with his clothes on and seized the rat in his fist. 

He flung the thankful rodent onto the tiled floor. Splayed on its side, the 
rat sucked in air with hyper squeaks, regurgitating water again and again, 
until it took a last deep breath... 

. . . and puked out a small purple ball. 

Dovey retrieved the ball as Tedros climbed out of the water and dripped 
over her shoulder, the rat still panting at their feet. 

The Dean saw Nicola and the others crowd in and she held out her hand 


“Give Tedros and me a moment.” 

She yanked the prince behind Arthur’s statue. 

“The less they know, the better. Otherwise Rhian can torture them for 
information,” she whispered. “Look.” 

She held up the purple ball, revealing a crumple of velvet embroidered 
with silver stars. 

“Merlin,” said Tedros, unfurling the velvet with his fingers. “It's from 
his cape—” 

He froze. Because there was something else. 


Something tucked inside the fabric. 

A lock of long white hair. 

Merlin’s hair. 

Tedros paled. “Is he alive?” he rasped, swiveling to the rat. 

But the vermin had already raced around Arthur’s statue and dived back 
into the fetid pool. Between his father’s stone legs, Tedros watched the rat 
streak to the bottom of the water and disappear through a crack in the wall. 

“So we know it found Merlin. We just don’t know where or in what 
condition,” the prince said. 

He heard a loud noise from the other side of the room, like a stone 
dropping, and the clatter of footsteps, the first years surely up to something. 
He turned to check on them — 

“Maybe we do know,” said the Dean. 

Tedros saw Dovey holding the lock of hair up to the light of a torch. 

“What is it?” said the prince. 

“Look closer,” said the Dean. 

Tedros moved behind her, focusing on the clump of long white hair. 

Only it wasn’t all white, Tedros realized. 

Because the more he looked at it, from every angle, the more Merlin’s 
hair seemed to change in color as it progressed along each strand: from thin, 
stark white at one end to a robust, sturdy brown at the other. 

Tedros furrowed his brows. “Merlin’s like a thousand years old. His hair 
is all white. But this hair looks like his at the top . . . only the further down 
the hair you go, the more it looks like it belongs to someone . . .” 

“Younger,” said Dovey. 

The prince met her eyes. “How can hair be old and young at the same 
time?” he asked, taking the lock from the Dean. But as he did, his palm 
brushed across Merlin’s hair and a glittery sheen cascaded off it onto 
Professor Dovey’s hand. 

All of a sudden, the spots and veins of her hand seemed to lighten. . . 
the wrinkles visibly shallowed ... 

“Huh?” Tedros marveled. 

But Professor Dovey was still gazing at the lock of hair. “I think I know 
where he is, Tedros. I think I know where Rhian’s kept Merlin—” 

A burlap sack slammed over Dovey’s head. 

“Head-choppin’ time!” a snaggle-toothed pirate snarled, yanking the 
Dean backwards. “Execution’s been moved up!” 


Tedros spun to see Nicola, the first years, and Willam and Bogden 
already gagged, with sacks dumped over their heads by armored pirates. 

“B-b-but it’s me you want! Not them!” Tedros spluttered. “It’s me who’s 
supposed to die!” 

“Plans have changed,” said a smooth voice. 

Tedros turned— 

Japeth posed in the doorway. He wore his shiny suit of snakes and 
carried a last burlap sack in his hand. 

“Now it’s all of you,” he said. 

Scims shot off him and grabbed hold of Tedros, sweeping the sack over 
his head. 

As the eels ripped him forward, Tedros inhaled a whiff of what once 
filled the sack . . . the sack now dragging him and his friends out of King’s 
Cove and to the executioner’s axe... . 

Potatoes. 

It smelled like potatoes. 


AGATHA 


Sometimes the Story Leads You 


1? 


“How many men!” Agatha cried, sprinting through the pink breezeway. 

“I lost count at twenty!” Dot panted, behind her. 

“They got through the shield . . . I saw some kind of purple light 
attacking it... ,” Agatha called back, the bag with Dovey’s crystal ball 
pounding against her shoulder. “But how? Rhian’s thugs can’t do magic!” 

“Maybe they learned a spell!” 





“Only students who went to the school can do spells! And those pirates 
didn’t go to the school!” 

“T can’t run and talk at the same time!” Dot wheezed. 

Agatha glanced back at Dot and the twenty first years herding behind 
her through Good’s glass tunnel towards Honor Tower. Against the 
darkening sky, the new students shuffled like spooked sheep, whispering 
anxiously, their eyes wide, their feet pattering high over the Great Lawn. 

Out of the corner of her eye, Agatha saw movement through the other 
colorful glass breezeways that connected the towers of the School for Good: 
Hester and Professor Anemone leading a group of first years through the 


blue breezeway to Valor Tower, Hort and Anadil guiding their first years 
along the yellow tunnel to Purity, and Yuba and Beatrix’s group using the 
peach passage to Charity. Meanwhile, on the roof over the crisscrossing 
breezeways, Agatha glimpsed Castor booting first years along... . 

Agatha knew Rhian’s men were searching for her. To throw them off, 
she and the teachers had divided up the students into Forest Groups, with 
each group taking a different route to the same place. The one and only 
place in the school they would all be safe. If they could get there alive, that 
is. 

“Who are those men?” she heard Priyanka ask. 

“Camelot guards,” said a hairy, three-eyed Never tagged Bossam. 

“They don’t look like Camelot guards,” said Priyanka. 

Agatha tracked their stares through the pink glass to the dirt-caked, 
dead-eyed pirates in silver chainmail as they came into view, stepping over 
slaughtered wolf bodies and creeping towards the castle behind their 
captain, wielding swords and bows and clubs. If the pirates looked straight 
up, they’d see Agatha and her charges in the tunnel. They needed to get out 
of this breezeway now— 

“Wait!” Dot yipped, pulling to a halt. 

“We don’t have time to wait!” said Agatha. 

“No, look,” Dot said, hands against the glass. “It’s Kei.” 

Agatha glanced down at Tedros’ former guard leading the pirates, sword 
in hand as he skulked up the hill towards Good’s castle doors, a second man 
at his side. Neither Kei nor his lieutenant seemed in a rush, nor did any of 
the thugs fanned out behind them, as if they didn’t need to chase Agatha at 
all. As if they were waiting for her to come to them. Their movements 
unsettled her. Agatha peered closer. 

“Kei was the one who took me on a date to Beauty and the Feast,” Dot 
said softly. “He was my first kiss. . . .” 

“That guy kissed you?” said Bossam. Priyanka kicked him. 

“Only so he could put something in my drink and steal my keys,” Dot 
sniffled. “That’s how the Snake got out of Daddy’s jail. He better hope we 
don’t come face-to-face or I’II—” She saw Agatha gazing downwards. “I 
know. Soooo handsome, right?” 

But Agatha wasn’t looking at Kei. 

She was looking at his lieutenant. A short, big-bellied man in a brown 
robe, with a red beard and even redder face, who appeared less like a pirate 


and more like Santa Claus’ surly brother. A sleek glass orb floated over his 
open palm and he and Kei were studying it like a compass as they walked. 
Purple light filled the glass orb . . . the same purple light that Agatha had 
seen attacking Manley’s shield. ... 

“That’s a crystal ball,” said Dot. “Smaller than Dovey’s. Means it’s 
newer.” She glanced at the bag on Agatha’s arm. “Old ones are like cinder 
blocks.” 

Agatha had the bruises to prove it. 

“Thought only fairy godmothers can use crystal balls,” Priyanka said. 

“Fairy godfathers too,” Bossam corrected, blinking his third eye. “Must 
be a strong one if he got through Professor Manley’s shield.” 

“But what’s the captain of Camelot’s guard doing with a crystal ball?” 
Priyanka asked. 

“Can’t see the inside from here,” said Agatha, squinting hard. 

“We can if I mirrorspell it,” Dot said quickly. “I watched Hester do it in 
the dungeons—” 

Her fingertip glowed and she pressed it against the glass, before closing 
her eyes to summon the right emotion. “Reflecta asimova! ” 

From her finger spewed a puff of purple fog that formed a two- 
dimensional projection, floating in the breezeway above the group’s heads. 

“This is a close-up of what they’re seeing inside the ball,” said Dot. 

Agatha watched as the purple mist swirled in the projection, half- 


heartedly forming various scenes: a castle .. . a bridge ...a forest... 
before it finally seemed to settle on one: a tunnel . . . with bodies packed 
inside... 


The image sharpened, revealing a group of boys and girls in crisp 
uniforms, swan emblems on their chests . . . led by a tall, pale girl with big 
bug eyes and helmet-cut hair. . . . 

A girl who was gazing up at a projection of the very same scene. 

Agatha’s heart stopped. 

“They’re seeing... us,” she breathed. 

Rhian’s men hadn’t gone looking for her because they didn’t need to. 
The crystal ball told them exactly where she was. 

Slowly Agatha and the group looked down through the glass. 

Down on the ground, Kei and his companion slowly looked up. 

Arrows launched from the pirates’ bows, spinning towards Agatha and 
the students. They came too fast. No time to run. She thrust out her arms 


and uselessly shielded her group as the arrows hit— 

They rebounded off the glass, clinking and chiming with different tones 
like a strummed harp. The arrows halted midair, suddenly glowing the same 
pink as the breezeway glass, the castle’s defenses activated. Then they 
magically turned around and whizzed back down, impaling several of the 
pirates, while Kei and the others ducked for cover. 

Two of the arrows stayed back, however, hovering over the field, as if 
calculating their target. ... 

Crouched on the ground, the fairy godfather swished his palm over his 
crystal, kindling a purple bonfire inside it. The orb shuddered above his 
hand, the storm inside burning hotter, hotter. Then it shot like a cannonball 
at Agatha’s breezeway, poised to obliterate it like a bomb. 

The last two arrows waited a beat as if to make no mistake. .. . 

Then they flew with a vengeance, one ripping through the fairy 
godfather’s heart, the other through the lit crystal ball, shattering it into a 
thousand pieces. 

The robed man’s eyes bulged with shock. Then he fell forward, his 
corpse landing hard in the glowing wreckage of glass. 

First years blinked through the breezeway. 

“Didn’t see that in his ball, did he?” Dot puffed. 

“Come on!” Agatha gasped, pushing the group forward— 

She spotted Kei rising from the ground, jaw clenched, as he swiped a 
bloodstained bow from beneath a dead pirate . . . then a fragment of glass 
from the broken crystal ball, alive with purple glow... . 

He aimed it right at Agatha. 

Kei unleashed the glass shard, which speared through the breezeway 
like a bullet, grazing Agatha’s ear and blasting out the other glass wall. 

For a moment, everything went quiet. 

Then a slow cracking sound filled the tunnel. 

Agatha looked up at the breezeway walls, splintering like a frozen pond 
hit by the sun. 

“Run!” she screamed. 

The breezeway imploded around her as students dashed for their lives, 
hurdling over the breaking glass and diving for the Honor Tower landing. 
Agatha and Dot chased behind the first years, but they were a step too late. 
The floor exploded beneath their feet and they went plunging off the tower, 
along with Priyanka and Bossam. Agatha felt the cool night wind as she fell 


past the other breezeways, Dovey’s bag on her arm dropping her like an 
anchor. Her hands flailed for Dot and the others as if she could somehow 
save them— 

Then a big, hairy paw slapped Agatha hard, knocking her backwards. 

For a moment, she thought she must be hallucinating, but now she was 
batted into wide, open jaws, and she landed on a wet tongue alongside Dot, 
who looked just as dazed. Agatha poked her head between sharp teeth and 
peeked up at Castor’s long snout and bloodshot eyes as he balanced atop the 
blue breezeway, with Priyanka and Bossam squired in his paw. A gob of 
drool splashed on Agatha’s cheek. 

Down below, pirates began stringing their bows, while Kei raced into 
the School for Good, Agatha tracking him through the castle’s glass. Kei 
bounded up the spiral staircase, his boots skipping steps. 

“Castor, he’s coming!” Agatha cried. 

Instantly, the dog was on the move, leaping between breezeways 
towards the roof, clamping Agatha and Dot in his hot, rancid mouth— 

An arrow struck Castor in the buttock and he roared in pain, nearly 
spewing Agatha and Dot out into the air, but the two girls held on by the 
tips of his teeth as Castor dove off the last breezeway, his claw catching 
onto the rooftop. Agatha saw Castor’s legs dangling over the edge and she 
thrust out her arms, pulling him up, before an arrow almost decapitated her 
and she dove back under his tongue. With a last surge, Castor threw himself 
forward, sliding onto the roof, and a moment later, he was on his feet again, 
weaving through the hedge sculptures of Merlin’s Menagerie, as Priyanka 
and Bossam yanked the arrow out of his rump. 

Agatha could feel Castor’s heartbeat in his throat as she and Dot lit their 
fingerglows and magically erased the blood he was dripping, so it wouldn’t 
leave a trail. It would take Kei another minute to make it to the roof, but 
Castor’s pace was slowing, his leg limping as he hustled past hedge scenes 
of King Arthur crowned ... Arthur and Guinevere married . . . their son’s 
birth . . . until he turned a corner to the final one: the Lady of the Lake 
rising from a pond to bestow Excalibur on the king. Agatha knew the 
sculpture well: not just because of her own history with the Lady and the 
sword, but because the pond was a secret portal to Halfway Bridge. A portal 
she’d used often in her time at school. Now, as Castor lumbered towards it, 
Agatha glimpsed Yuba and Beatrix on the shore of the pond, frantically 
herding a few last first years into the water’s portal. The students vanished 


beneath the surface in a blast of white light, before the gnome and fourth 
year jumped in themselves. 

Agatha heard the door to the rooftop slam open behind the hedge . . . the 
rush of Kei’s bootsteps .. . 

But Castor was already in midair, flopping towards the water, its portal 
gleaming with magic— 

Rhian’s captain turned the corner a few seconds later. 

With his sword, Kei probed at a boy’s blue tie caught on a hedge, a 
girl’s pink slipper under a bush, a spot of blood on the stone floor. His 
narrow eyes scanned the horizon . . . the moonlit hedges . . . the rippling 
pond .. . But there were no signs of life, except the shadow of a cloud 
moving across Halfway Bridge. 

If only he’d looked closer at that shadow, he would have found what he 
was looking for— 

A dog hobbling into the School for Evil, the last of his tail slithering 
into the castle like a snake. 


“YOU CAN PUT us down now,” said Agatha. 

“Not until we get there,” Castor garbled, girls in his mouth. 

He clamped his teeth harder on her and Dot and clutched the first years 
tighter as he limped through the School for Evil, still leaking blood. 

“You’re as stubborn as your brother,” Agatha sighed. 

“My brother is a prat,” said Castor, pulling the girls out and fixing them 
with a stare. “First Dovey fires him. Then he goes to Camelot and Tedros 
fires him. I wrote him telling him to come here to Evil. That we could rejoin 
heads and work together. Never heard from him again. Probably working 
for Rhian now. Sucks up to whoever will have him, my brother. Doesn’t 
realize I’m the only one who will always be there.” 

There was a Sadness in Castor’s voice that surprised Agatha. Castor and 
Pollux may have tried to kill each other at times, but Castor loved his 
brother to the end. Who knew that she and a dog could have so much in 
common, Agatha thought wryly. Her relationship with Sophie wasn’t so 
different. 

“Poor thing,” Dot said, turning a passing roach to chocolate. 

For a moment, Agatha thought Dot was talking about Castor . . . then 
saw her watching Bossam, who had fainted in the dog’s paw, as if the stress 
of the chase had been too much for him. 


Meanwhile, Priyanka was staring wide-eyed at her new surroundings. 

“If Pd known Evil would be like this, I wouldn't have been so Good,” 
Priyanka marveled. 

“You should see my room,” said Bossam, stirring. 

“No, thanks,” said Priyanka curtly. 

Castor snorted. 

Indeed, this was Agatha’s first look inside Dean Sophie’s School for 
Evil: its black onyx floors, chandeliers with S-shaped crystals, walls of 
violet vines, bouquets of black roses, and floating lanterns that flooded the 
foyer with purple light. Black marble columns broadcasted magical replays 
from Sophie’s fairy tale—Sophie winning the Circus of Talents, Sophie 
fighting the Trial by Tale as a boy, Sophie destroying the School Master’s 
ring—while the floor tiles lit up bright purple as Castor stepped on them, 
with Sophie appearing in each one in different high-fashion ensembles, 
posing, giggling, blowing bubbles as if the entire castle was an 
advertisement for herself. The walls of the foyer, meanwhile, had been 
repainted with murals of Sophie looking windswept and ravishing, each 
labeled with a different motto. 


THE FUTURE IS EVIL 


LOOK GOOD...BE BAD 


EVERS WANT TO BE HEROES; NEVERS WANT TO BE 
LEGENDS 


INSIDE EVERY WITCH... Is A QUEEN 


“Not sure this is what Lady Lesso had in mind when she made Sophie 
Dean,” Dot quipped. 

“Where is everyone?” Bossam asked, surveying the empty halls. 

“At the meeting point,” said Agatha. 

“Or dead,” Castor muttered. 

Priyanka and Bossam paled. 

Agatha knew Castor was in pain, that he was just being sour, but his 
words hung in the air as he limped towards the spiral staircases, leading up 


to Evil’s dormitory towers. For a while, the only sounds in the whole castle 
were the dog’s lagging footsteps, Bossam’s and Priyanka’s whispering, and 
Dot’s chomping on chocolate carcasses of whatever insect or rodent crossed 
her path. 

Agatha thought of those left behind at Camelot: Tedros ... Nicola... 
Professor Dovey . .. Sophie .. . What would happen to them? Were they 
still alive? She stifled the panic just as it began. Don’t think about it. Not 
when an entire class of first years was counting on her to keep them safe. 
She had to trust that Sophie would protect her friends at Camelot the way 
she was protecting Sophie’s students at school. 

Castor climbed the Malice staircase, laboring harder and harder. 

“Look, my old room!” said Dot as they passed Malice Room 66. 

“Everyone wanted that room since your coven lived there,” Bossam 
pointed out. “It’s famous.” 

“Really?” said Dot, agog. “Wish Daddy knew that.” 

“As soon as we get outside, keep your heads down and be quiet,” Castor 
commanded, approaching the end of the hall. “Pirates see any of us and 
we're all dead.” 

Dot frowned. “But won't they see us when we jump into the—” 

“Quiet starts now,” Castor snarled. 

He pulled open a door and they slipped onto a catwalk high over Evil’s 
sludgy moat. Castor’s body stayed flat to the ground as he prowled forward, 
the stone rails concealing him from the pirates down below. Agatha could 
see the red-and-gold lights of a sign, SOPHIE’S WAY, blinking over the 
walk that connected the School for Evil to the School Master’s tower. As 
they proceeded, the sign shined a red spotlight on each of their faces, before 
blinking green and moving to the next, magically vetting them. Ahead, the 
silver spire loomed in shadow as Castor inched closer. 

Pirates’ shouts echoed below— 

“No one inna Good towers!” 

“Imma tear up the Evil school, then!” 

“Bet they’re cowerin’ inna Blue Forest like mole rats!” 

Castor slid across the catwalk floor on his stomach, approaching the 
School Master’s window, ten feet over their heads. From this angle, Agatha 
couldn’t see anyone inside the tower. 

Castor paused beneath the window, breathing hard. 


“It's a big jump, Castor. And you're hurt,” Agatha whispered. “Can you 
make it? Without them seeing us?” 

Castor gritted his teeth. “We’ll find out.” 

Holding his breath, he sprung onto his paws and vaulted off the catwalk. 
His wounded leg buckled, pulling his jump short. His head grazed the wall 
and his stomach scraped hard across the windowsill, forcing a bellow of 
pain that nearly blew the girls off the dog’s tongue, before Castor lunged up 
and dragged his legs over the edge into the tower, landing face-first on a 
plush white carpet. 

“Yeh hear ’at?” a pirate yelled below. 

“Hear what?” 

“The dog, yeh fool! Heard ’im o’er there!” 

Castor’s fist opened, dropping Priyanka and Bossam. His mouth 
slackened, letting Agatha and Dot slide out in a spurt of drool. Then he 
gurgled a last moan of pain— “Tell my brother he can have the body”— and 
he passed out cold. 

“Still breathing,” Agatha heard Yuba say. 

Flat on her back, she smeared drool out of her eyes and saw the entire 
first-year class crammed inside the School Master’s tower, now Dean 
Sophie’s lavish chamber, where they safely crouched beneath the window 
line so they wouldn’t be spotted by the pirates below. Everywhere she 
looked there were students: jammed into Sophie’s closet between shoe 
racks, peeking out from the mirrored bathroom, blinking owlishly from 
under the bed. In the corner, the Storian painted in its open book, its silver 
tip glancing back at Agatha before scribbling again, as if trying to keep up 
with the story. 

Meanwhile, the teachers huddled around Castor. 

“Arrow wound in the muscle,” Yuba said to the others. 

“Is he okay?” Agatha asked urgently, tossing Dovey’s bag aside. 

“Lost a lot of blood to get you here,” said Princess Uma, tying her 
shawl around Castor’s back leg to staunch the wound. “But he’ll recover. 
Let him rest for now.” 

“Rest?” Agatha scoffed. “Pirates are trying to kill us. Call the stymphs! 
We’ll fly somewhere safe—” 

“And where’s that?” said a familiar voice. 

Agatha turned to Hester, spotlit beneath the glittery aquarium in 
Sophie’s ceiling next to Hort, Anadil, Beatrix, Reena, and Kiko, all still 


caked in rubble from Camelot’s dungeons. 

“Every kingdom is on Rhian’s side,” Hester argued. “Where can we 
hide a whole school?” 

“Plus, the Snake’s Quest Map is tracking us,” Anadil added, her arm 
bandaged. 

“We don’t even have enough stymphs to get us all out of here,” said 
Hort. 

“And even if we did, the pirates have arrows to shoot us down,” Kiko 
pointed out. 

“We’re trapped,” said Beatrix. 

Agatha shook her head. “But... but...” 

“Most of the wolves are dead, Agatha,” said Professor Manley. “Rest 
probably escaped through the hole in my shield. That sorcerer must have 
helped the pirates break through; crystal balls can find weakness in any 
magic.” 

“Even more reason for us to get out of here, before another sorcerer 
comes,” Agatha insisted. 

“I sent the fairies to look for help in the Woods. Someone who can 
rescue us,” Princess Uma advised. “In the meantime, the castle will defend 
itself against intruders. Our best hope is to hide here until they leave.” 

“And if they don’t?” Agatha countered. “We can’t just wait while 
monsters invade our school!” 

“The only way to the tower is Sophie’s catwalk, which is charmed to 
attack trespassers. Even if Rhian’s men try to break in here, we’re safe,” 
Professor Anemone said, pulling pillows off Sophie’s gold-veiled bed and 
laying them under Castor’s head. “For now, the smart move is no move.” 

“If I know Sophie, she’s at Camelot, doing everything she can to rescue 
our friends. She’d want me to do the same for her students, not sit around 
and hope we don’t die!” Agatha challenged. “What if we mogrify and make 
a run for it?” 

“First years haven’t even learned mogrification,” Professor Sheeks 
argued, “let alone how to control it under stress—” 

“Or what if some of us distract the pirates while the rest of you run?” 
Agatha hounded, her voice shallowing. “Or what if we use a spell . . . any 
spell . . . There has to be something we can do!” 

“Agatha,” said Yuba sharply. “Remember the first lesson of Surviving 
Fairy Tales. Survive. I know you want to keep our students safe. But Emma 


and Uma are right: there is no move to make. Not yet.” Agatha’s eyes 
followed the gnome’s to the Storian in the corner, halted over the open 
storybook and its painting of this very scene: the School Master’s tower... 
the children hiding inside . . . the pirates down below. . . . The pen stayed 
completely still, a gleam at its tip, as if watching Agatha the way she was 
watching it. “You’re like all the best heroes, Agatha. You think you lead 
your story,” said Yuba. “You think you control your own fate. That the pen 
follows in your wake. But that’s not always the truth. Sometimes the story 
leads you.” 

Agatha resisted. “Defeating Evil means fighting for Good. Defeating 
Evil means action. You told me not to use the crystal ball. You told me not 
to send first years to Camelot. But that’s how we saved people!” 

“At what cost?” said Yuba. “Those left may be in even greater danger 
than before.” 

Agatha felt her stomach hollow. The gnome had spoken her biggest 
fear: that in her effort to save Tedros and her friends, she’d ensured their 
doom. She turned to Hester, Hort, and the others who’d returned, waiting 
for them to reassure her. To tell her she’d done well. But they said nothing, 
their faces solemn, as if this was a question with no right answer. 

Once upon a time, there’d been Good and Evil. 

Now they lived in the in-between. 

“T say we fight these thugs,” said another familiar voice. 

Agatha turned to Ravan, Mona, and Vex stuffed into a corner, along 
with other fourth years she hadn’t seen since the Four Point, each of them 
bandaged and bruised. 

“Ever since our quests, we’ve been trapped in the infirmary, with 
nothing to do but read books, search for clues about the Snake, and watch 
first years do our job,” Ravan grouched, a book under his arm. “This is our 
school and we have to defend it.” 

“If you fight, we're fighting too,” said Bodhi, crouched with Laithan 
and the first-year Evers. 

“Us too,” said Laralisa with the Nevers. “Between all of us, we have 
numbers on our side.” 

“So did the wolves,” Hort retorted. “I’m not a coward, but I know 
pirates and they fight dirty. Everything about them is dirty. And Rhian has 
my girlfriend and Sophie and Dovey and Tedros. I know we need to save 


them. But we also can’t rush out of here and die a stupid death. Because 
then they’re really doomed.” 

The tower went quiet. 

Agatha could see the mix of fear and courage in her schoolmates’ eyes, 
all of them locked on her as their leader. 

She instinctively looked at Hester. 

“This is your decision, Agatha,” the witch said. “You’re Queen of the 
Castle, here or Camelot or anywhere else. We trust you.” 

“All of us do,” said Anadil. 

Kiko and Reena nodded. “Me too,” said Beatrix. 

Hort crossed his arms. 

They glowered at him. 

“Okay, fine. PII do what she says,” Hort grumped, “as long as she 
doesn’t kiss my new girlfriend like she kissed Sophie.” 

“Priorities,” Dot wisped. 

Agatha was lost in thought, gazing at her quest crew, depending on her 


as their leader . . . at her injured classmates, itching to go into battle... at 
the teachers, who were looking at her for directions the way she once 
looked at them . . . at the first years who would risk their lives on her 
command... . 


She’d always been a fighter. 

That’s who she was. 

But Good isn’t about who you are. Her best friend had taught her that 
lesson once upon a time. Good is about what you do. 

She took a deep breath and looked at her army. 

“We wait,” she said. 

Everyone heaved a sigh of relief. 

As they went back to whispering amongst themselves, Agatha suddenly 
heard scratching from the corner. .. . 

The Storian was drawing again, amending its painting of the tower. 

Strange, she thought. Nothing in the scene had changed. 

She crawled over to the Storian’s table and slid up the wall, out of view 
from the window, so she could see what the pen was drawing. 

The painting was the same as it was before: Agatha, the teachers, her 
friends, and the students hiding in the tower, while down below the pirates 
searched the shore. But the Storian was adding something else now... . 

A blast of gold in the sky. 


The beginnings of a new message from Lionsmane. 

High over the Endless Woods. 

Even stranger, Agatha thought, peeking out the window at the clear sky 
with no message from Rhian’s pen in sight. Why would the Storian draw 
something that isn’t there? 

Agatha gazed at the night’s blank canvas, listening to the pen behind 
her, presumably filling in the fictional message. It didn’t make sense. The 
Storian recorded history. It didn’t invent things. She felt herself tighten, 
doubting the pen for the very first time— 

Then a flash of gold lit up the sky. 

A message from Lionsmane. 

Just like the Storian promised. 

Sometimes the story leads you, the gnome had said. 

As the light settled over the Woods, Agatha read Rhian’s new tale in the 
sky, praying it was still by Sophie’s hand, praying she’d snuck another code 
into it— 

She stumbled back in shock. 

She read the message again. 

“Agatha?” a voice said. “What is it?” 

She turned to see her whole army quietly staring at her. 

Agatha bared her teeth like a lion. 

“We need to get to Camelot,” she said. “Now.” 


- 142 
SOPHIE 
He Lies, She Lies 


Sophie stood at the edge of a black pond, swathed in white furs, a babushka 


wrapped over her hair, as she sprinkled sunflower seeds to a family of 
ducks. 





In the dusty water, the dark sky reflected as if it was a scene in a crystal 
ball, the three-quarter moon tinged with red like a severed head. The crack 
of a hammer made her shudder and she looked up at the workers building a 
stage on the Gold Tower hill, directly over the imploded hole exposing the 
dungeons. Aran paced the stage, a dagger on his belt, his coal-black eyes 
fixed on Sophie through his helmet. Two maids flooded the stage with 
buckets of soapy water and scrubbed the wooden planks, siphoning the dirt 
into the grass, where it ran downhill, collecting in the pool at Sophie’s feet. 

Overhead, a new message from Lionsmane gleamed in the sky. 


Due to the attack on the Blessing by Tedros’ allies, Tedros’ 
execution has been moved up. 


The similarity of this attack to the Snake’s suggests Tedros and his 
allies were in league with the Snake all along, sabotaging your 
realms to make himself stronger. The sooner he is dead, the safer 
our Woods will be. 


The Kingdom Council will witness the execution at dawn and the 
traitor’s head will be mounted on Camelot’s gates for the world to 
see. 


Sophie could feel herself holding her breath. It was the first message 
Rhian had written without her help. 

Part of her wanted to admire Rhian. The boldness of his lies. The 
ambition of his Evil. 

But she couldn’t admire him. At least not until his head was mounted on 
that gate. 

Wind blew through the holes in the fur that she’d salvaged from 
Madame Von Zarachin’s scim-ravaged box and magically mended as best 
she could. A short while ago, she’d been about to get on Hort’s stymph and 
escape this place. Holding Hort’s hand, she’d tasted freedom. She’d looked 
into the eyes of a boy who cared about her, the real her, warts and all. She’d 
glimpsed what happiness could look like in a different life, a different 
story. ... 

But her story wasn’t about happiness anymore. 

It wasn’t about her at all. 

That’s why she’d stayed behind. 

Under her furs, the white dress itched at her skin, more urgently this 
time, grabbing her out of her thoughts. 

Midnight had long come and gone. 

In a few hours, Tedros would be dead. Along with Professor Dovey and 
five more students and friends. 

How do you stop an execution? 

How do you stop an axe from coming down? 

She didn’t even know where the prisoners were being kept, with Rhian 
sealing her under Aran’s supervision while he met with the Kingdom 


Council inside the castle. The rulers of the Woods had descended upon 
Camelot for a week-long royal wedding, along with their servants and 
flunkies, packing every last inn and guesthouse, and now less than a day 
after they’d been dungbombed out of a church, they would gather for the 
beheading of King Arthur’s son. Until now, they’d mostly sided with Rhian 
over Tedros, believing their new king to be a Snake-slaying saint. But 
Agatha’s appearance in the sky had changed all that. Sophie had seen the 
rulers’ faces outside the church, looking at Rhian with new doubt, new 
questions. He’d lied to them about her best friend’s capture. He’d lied to the 
entire Woods. What else had he lied about? they must be wondering. ... 
Surely this was why the Council had convened a meeting. 

She glanced back at the castle, where she’d seen the leaders stream in 
before sunset, grim-faced and muttering to one another. There’d been no 
sign of them since. 

Sophie’s heart hummed faster. She had to tell them the truth about 
Rhian. About the Snake. About everything. They’d never have believed her 
before, these other rulers. Not after everything Rhian had done to save their 
kingdoms. But they might believe her now. She just needed to find a way to 
speak to them... . 

The pond rippled as footsteps crackled in the grass behind her, a pale, 
copper-haired boy appearing in the water’s reflection. 

“Crystal,” said Japeth, barechested in black breeches, his face and body 
scalded from Dot’s boiling chocolate. “The first letters in your tales spelled 
out the word. That’s how you communicated with Agatha about a crystal 
ball. Clever, I must say.” 

Sophie said nothing, watching the workers lay down an ornate block of 
dark wood, with a divot for a prisoner’s head. 

“When the Mistrals told us we were Arthur’s sons, I didn’t believe 
them,” said Japeth. “It took a pen to convince me. A pen that showed Rhian 
and me the future. A future with you. You would be queen to one of us; 
your blood would keep the other from dying. Keep you at our sides and 
we’d be invincible. That’s the future the pen promised.” His cold breath 
shivered her neck. “Of course you’re thinking: Which pen? Lionsmane can’t 
see the future. So it must be the Storian. Except neither my brother nor I 
ever went to your precious school. So which pen could it be? That’s the part 
you have to figure out, Clever Little Cat. Just like my brother had to figure 
out that girls can’t be trusted, even his shiny new queen. He thought if he 


kept some of your friends alive, you’d fall in line. But now he sees what 
I’ve been telling him all along. The only way to keep a queen loyal is to 
keep her at the blade of fear. To destroy everything she loves. You think 
cleverness can save you. Despair cures cleverness. Pain cures cleverness. 
That’s why your friends will all die now. My brother made the mistake of 
thinking you could be reasoned with, but he’s learned his lesson. . . .” His 
lips touched her ear. “You can no more reason with a girl than you can with 
a Snake.” 

Sophie spun, glaring into his hateful blue eyes. “You think Agatha will 
let you kill Tedros? You think the school won’t come for their Dean? 
They’ ll all come.” 

The Snake smiled. “We’re counting on it.” He flicked his tongue at her 
mouth— 

Sophie punched him in the head, gashing open his temple with the 
diamond of Rhian’s ring, sending blood spilling down his brother’s 
blistered cheek. 

Instantly Japeth seized her wrist and for a second, she thought he was 
going to snap it like a stick. Sophie wrenched away, terrified— 

But then she felt a familiar stab of pain and she turned to see her palm 
dribbling blood, a scim wiggling back into Japeth’s suit... 

... and the skin of his face and chest perfectly restored. 

He backed away, grinning, as a black horse sprinted towards him, and 
he turned and swung onto it. Behind him, twenty pirates in black shirts, 
black breeches, and black balaclavas rode their own black horses, carrying 
swords, spears, and clubs. Japeth morphed into his black Snake’s suit and 
looked up at Aran. “Take her to the castle. My brother’s orders.” Japeth 
lowered his gaze to Sophie. “The Kingdom Council would like to see her.” 

Sophie’s eyes widened as the Snake and his pirates galloped down the 
hill and out the castle gates, nothing more than dark shadows against the 
night. 


“KING’LL CALL WHEN he wants ya,” said Aran, bringing Sophie and her 
bandaged palm to the double doors of the Blue Ballroom. 

A maid scurried over and whispered in Aran’s ear. Something about the 
Map Room. 

“Don’t move a inch or Pll cut yer in half,” Aran ordered, following the 
maid. He reached back and ripped Sophie’s coat off her. “And this ain’t part 


of your uniform.” 

Sophie knew better than to argue. But as soon as he was gone, she 
tiptoed up to the door of the ballroom and cracked it open, just wide enough 
to get a peek inside. 

A hundred leaders were gathered in the castle’s biggest hall, seated at a 
constellation of round tables that looked like moons orbiting Rhian’s throne, 
gleaming on an elevated dais in the center of the room. As the king presided 
in a clean blue-and-gold suit, Excalibur on his waist, Sophie noticed that 
each ruler had magically emblazoned their name on the placard in front of 
them, the names blinking and quivering like moving pictures: THE SULTAN 
OF SHAZABAH... THE QUEEN OF RAJASHAH ... THE KING OF MERRIMAN. ... THE 
GRAND VIZIER OF KYRGIOS . . . The ballroom, meanwhile, had been 
completely overhauled from the stale, crumbly space Sophie remembered: 
the walls and columns now retiled in mosaics of blue, the floor embellished 
with a gold Lion crest, and the ceiling fitted with a colossal blue-glass 
Lion’s head that reflected the king’s throne below. 

“So you’re admitting Agatha’s capture was a lie?” said the King of 
Foxwood, gaping at Rhian. 

“In Ooty, liars have all their clothes taken away and they must earn 
them back, one truth at a time,” drawled an eight-armed female dwarf, 
sitting high on cushions. She was close enough to the door that Sophie 
could see she was wearing the same silver ring with carvings that she’d 
noticed on the Queen of Jaunt Jolie and the Elf King of Ladelflop at the 
church. 

“Tedros may have been a coward, but he didn’t lie,” growled the Wolf 
King of Bloodbrook, also flaunting a silver ring. 

“Except about being king,” said Rhian stonily. 

“How can we be sure?” said the Princess of Altazarra, curvy and milk- 
smooth. “Tedros went to the School for Good like me, where you’re taught 
not to lie. Clearly you went to a school whose standards were not as 
exacting.” 

“If you lied to us about Agatha’s capture, then you could be lying to us 
about many things,” said the horned King of Akgul. “This is why we want 
to talk to Sophie.” 

“And you will. I don’t expect you to take my word, given what’s 
happened. Not until I explain myself. In the meantime, I’ve sent my brother 
to fetch her,” said Rhian, his eyes moving to the door. Sophie dodged so he 


wouldn’t see her spying. The king turned back to his audience. “But now 
it’s my turn to speak.” 

“We want to talk to Sophie first,” demanded the Minister of the 
Murmuring Mountains. 

“She’ll tell us the truth!” the Queen of Mahadeva agreed. 

“Camelot’s own Courier suggests that Tedros is still the true king, not 
you,” said the old, graceful Queen of Maidenvale, seated directly below 
Rhian. “There was no reason to believe them before, but your lies about 
Agatha give me pause. Indeed, there’s even talk that you’ve kidnapped 
Sophie and that she still supports Tedros’ claim to the throne. Until Sophie 
vouches for you and gives us proof that you’re the king, how can we trust 
you—” 

A sword shot through the air and impaled her table. 

“That is the proof,” Rhian thundered, his face reflected in Excalibur’s 
steel. “I pulled the sword. I passed my father’s test. Tedros failed. He 
usurped the throne that belonged to me by right. And usurpers are beheaded 
by Camelot law. By all of your kingdoms’ laws. As are traitors. I didn’t 
hear your support for Tedros when he turned his back on your kingdoms 
while a Snake tore them apart. I didn’t hear your support for Tedros when I 
was saving your children from being hanged.” 

The room fell silent. Sophie saw Rhian watching the Queen of Jaunt 
Jolie, the intended audience of his last line. The queen had lost the defiance 
she’d showed in the church, her head bowed, her throat bobbing. Sophie 
thought of the way Rhian had gripped the queen’s arm, hissing into her ear. 
Whatever he’d said had made its mark. 

“I lied about Agatha’s capture because I hoped to have her in my 
dungeons before the people knew otherwise,” Rhian declared to the 
Council. “Now that they know Agatha and her friends are free, they sense a 
threat to Camelot’s new king. And that gives Agatha power. Power that 
endangers not only my kingdom, but all of yours too. So yes, I lied. I lied to 
protect you. But I can’t protect those who are not loyal to me in return. And 
you cannot be loyal if you continue to wear those rings.” 

Leaders glanced down at the carved pieces of silver on their hands. 

“Each of you wears a ring that pledges your kingdom’s faith to the 
Storian and to the school that harbors it,” said Rhian. “A ring that bonds 
you to the school and that pen. A ring that has been passed down in your 
kingdoms since the beginning of time. A ring that now puts you in danger. 


And I am telling you: if you want my protection, those rings must be 
destroyed.” 

Leaders murmured, a mix of amused chuckles and snorts. Sophie could 
see red rising in Rhian’s cheeks. 

“King Rhian, we’ve advised you repeatedly,” said the Elf King of 
Ladelflop, “these rings keep the Storian alive—” 

“Those rings are your enemy,” Rhian assailed, standing from his throne. 
“As long as Agatha is free, she fights under the banner of that ring. She 
fights under the banner of the Storian and the school. She is a scheming 
terrorist. A rebel leader who will do anything to put her feckless boyfriend 
back on the throne, including attacking your kingdoms. Wear that ring and 
you are aligned against me. Wear that ring and you are as much my enemy 
as Agatha and her army.” 

The leaders looked skeptically at one another. 

“You are right, King Rhian. Excalibur would not move from the stone 
for you unless the throne is yours,” said the Empress of Putsi, wrapped in 
goose feathers. “I believe you are the true king and Tedros is a false one. No 
one can deny that. It is why we did not oppose your decision to punish him 
and his princess. But to imply Agatha is a ‘terrorist’ . . . that is a bridge too 
far.” 

“Especially considering you’re the proven liar,’ said the Duke of 
Hamelin. “King Arthur once wore the same ring you want us to destroy. 
Then the Mistrals became his advisors and it was said that he destroyed his 
ring at their urging. That he destroyed Camelot’s ring forever. It is why 
Tedros never wore it and why you never took possession of it. Arthur died 
an ignoble death. Burning his ring brought him nothing.” 

“Because he was too weak to recognize the enemy—” Rhian pounced. 

“Or because he listened to voices like yours,” the Duke lambasted. 
“Why should we believe you over thousands of years of tradition? Why 
should we believe you over a school that has taught our own children or a 
princess who is a hero in these Woods? Agatha may have colluded with a 
usurper, wittingly or not, but she is trained in the ways of Good. And the 
first rule of Good is that it defends, not attacks.” 

Rhian raised a brow. “Really?” 

He thrust a glowing fingertip at the doors, which swung open, and a 
sparrow, a hawk, and an eagle flew in, each wearing the royal collar of a 


kingdom messenger and carrying a scroll in their talons or beaks. The birds 
dropped their messages to their patron leaders. 

“A break-in at my castle,” the King of Foxwood blurted, reading his 
scroll. 

“Fairy nests set on fire in Gillikin,” gasped the Fairy Queen, reading 
hers. 

“My son has been wounded,” said the Ice Giant of Frostplains, looking 
up from his scroll. “He says he escaped. They were masked men in black. 
Like the Snake.” 

“The Snake is dead,” Rhian retorted. “But those who conspired with 
him are not. This is the work of Agatha and her school. She will do 
anything to dampen support for the real king, including disrupting the 
wedding and sabotaging your realms while you are all gathered here. Are 
you willing to see your kingdoms ripped apart again? After I put them back 
together?” 

The gall of his lies made Sophie gasp. These were Japeth’s attacks. 
She’d seen him ride off with his men. He’d attacked the Woods to help his 
brother win the throne and now he was attacking the Woods again to keep 
him there. And the sheer lunacy of the idea that it was her best friend 
behind it— 

“Agatha? Attacking Gillikin? Attacking Foxwood? Two Ever 
kingdoms?” said the Ooty Queen, as if reading Sophie’s thoughts. 

“Except Agatha was spotted causing chaos in my kingdom just days 
ago,” the Fairy Queen of Gillikin countered. “If fairy nests were burned 
tonight, it could very well be her doing.” 

“And I saw young boys in black masks at the church,” added the Ice 
Giant of Frostplains. “The ones that set off the bombs. They could have 
been students from the school.” 

“Princess Agatha protects kingdoms; she doesn’t hurt them,” the 
Princess of Altazarra pooh-poohed. “All of us know her fairy tale!” 

“The Storian’s version,” the King of Foxwood piped in. 

“The only version! The true version!” the Duke of Hamelin spouted. 

“Sophie is Agatha’s best friend,” the Sultan of Shazabah cut in. “We 
need to hear from Camelot’s future queen!” 

“Hear! Hear!” piped the other leaders at his table. 

This is my chance, Sophie thought, about to throttle in and expose Rhian 
—to scream the truth and save herself and her friends— 


But then the King of Foxwood stood up. “My castle is being attacked! 
And all of you are worried about hearing from a Reader instead of trusting 
the king who saved your kingdoms!” He turned to Rhian. “You need to stop 
these terrorists at once!” 

“Like you did the Snake!” the Fairy Queen pleaded. 

“The rebels are moving east, my hawk tells me,” said the Ice Giant of 
Frostplains, the bird perched on his shoulder. “They’ll attack the Four Point 
kingdoms next. Then... who knows?” 

The room went quiet. 

No one was defending Agatha anymore. 

Like a school of fish, Sophie thought. How quickly they turned. 

“PII commit my royal guard,” the Queen of Mahadeva announced. 
“They’ll find these rebels.” 

“My men will join yours,” said the Minister of the Murmuring 
Mountains. 

“T don’t trust Never guards in my kingdom,” said the King of Foxwood. 

“Or mine,” said the Fairy Queen of Gillikin. “And by the time you send 
word to your guards, the rebels will have sacked a dozen more realms. They 
know we’re all here for the wedding. Our kingdoms are vulnerable and 
they’re moving too fast for us to send alerts or mount a defense. We need 
King Rhian and his men to ride out at once.” 

Ripples of assent swept across the room, until all eyes were on the king. 

“You want me to stop Agatha’s attacks?” he said, reclining in his throne. 
“You want me to risk my life and my knights? Well, then, I expect you to 
show me loyalty in return.” 

His fingertip glowed and a small blue fire appeared in front of each 
leader’s face, flickering in midair. 

Rhian’s eyes smoldered with the reflection of a hundred flames. “Burn 
your rings,” he commanded. “Burn your rings and pledge your faith to me 
over Agatha and her school. To me over the Storian. Then Pl help you.” 

The leaders froze, their eyes wide. 

Rhian’s gaze deepened. “All those who want my protection . . . burn 
them now.” 

Sophie’s heart stopped. 

The rulers scanned the room. 

For a moment, none of them moved. 


Then the King of Foxwood slipped off his silver ring and put it into the 
blue flame. 

The ring melted—crackle! whish! pop!—and burst into a puff of white- 
silver smoke. 

The Fairy Queen of Gillikin and the Frostplains King both glanced at 
each other. Neither took off their ring. 

But the Queen of Jaunt Jolie did. 

She slipped it into her fire. 

Crackle! Whish! Pop! 

Then a plume of white. 

No one else followed. 

The flames cooled and vanished. 

“Two rings,” Rhian said, toying with each word. 

He turned to his guards. “Send men to protect Foxwood and Jaunt Jolie 
from further attacks,” he said, before looking back at the Council. “The rest 
of you are on your own.” 

Relieved, Sophie leaned against the door, thankful most of the rulers 
had resisted the king . . . only to see Rhian staring right at her, as if he’d 
known she was there all along. He swished his lit finger and the doors 
swept open before she could move back. She tumbled forward and crashed 
into the ballroom, landing hard on the marble floor. 

Slowly she raised her eyes to the entirety of the Kingdom Council 
peering down at her. 

“My love,” Rhian cooed. 

Sophie rose to her feet, the white dress burning at her skin more than 
ever. 

“The Council has a few questions for you before today’s execution,” 
said the king. “Perhaps you can help them come to their senses.” 

Two guards subtly moved in behind Sophie. Beeba and Thiago. She 
could see their hands on their swords. A threat. 

Sophie turned to the leaders, cool and composed. 

“At your service,” she said. 

The Fairy Queen of Gillikin stood up. “Is Agatha our enemy?” 

“Is the school behind these attacks?” asked the Ice Giant of Frostplains, 
rising too. 

“Must Tedros die?” asked the Ooty Queen, standing on her cushions. 


Sophie could see the fear in their faces. In all the leaders’ faces. The 
tension in the room was so thick it squeezed at her throat, sealing her voice 
in. 

All she had to say was one word. 

No. 

The pirates would kill her, but it would be too late. The Woods would 
know the monster that was on the throne. Tedros and her friends would be 
saved. Rhian would be thrown to the wolves. 

Sophie took in the dead green glass of the king’s eyes, the sneer of his 
lips. It was the same way Japeth had looked at her when he told her his 
brother would no longer play nice. Not after she’d used Lionsmane’s 
messages to reach Agatha. But even so, Rhian still needed her. Her 
reassurance would make the rest of these leaders dance to his tune. Bringing 
her here was a risk, of course. But Rhian was betting on the fact that Sophie 
always did what was best for herself. That she’d stand behind him to stay 
alive. That her own life was more valuable to her than telling the truth. 

Sophie glared back at him. 

He’d miscalculated. 

Rhian realized what she was about to do. 

He launched to his feet, his face turning the color of Japeth’s. Sophie 
opened her mouth to answer the Council— 

Then she saw something. 

At a table in the back, near the window. A man, dressed in a brown coat 
and hood, his face in shadow. He was playing with the silver ring on his 
hand, reflecting the moonlight, so it would catch Sophie’s attention. 

She saw the name on his placard. 

Sophie’s heart blasted like a cannon shot. 

The hooded man gave her a sharp move of his head, telling her in no 
uncertain terms how to answer the leaders’ questions. 

Sophie searched the whites of his eyes, gleaming through the darkness 
under his hood. 

She turned back to her questioners. 

“Yes,” she said. “Agatha is your enemy. The school is behind these 
attacks. Tedros must die.” 

The crowd thrummed like a shaken beehive. 

Rhian gaped at Sophie from the throne. 

Suddenly Aran accosted him, clutching a large scroll of parchment— 


Sophie didn’t wait to see what it was about. With Rhian distracted, she 
rushed into the room, heading straight for where she’d glimpsed the hooded 
man. But she couldn’t see him anymore with the leaders crowded around 
tables, frantically conversing and pointing at their rings, their voices rising. 
Behind her, Rhian and Aran argued over a map—the Snake’s Quest Map— 
except from this angle, it looked like all the figurines on it were... gone? 

I must be seeing it wrong, Sophie thought. 

But then she caught Rhian looking up, searching for her— 

Sophie ducked along the rims of the tables in a squat, scooting towards 
the back of the room. She could see leaders streaming out the doors, asking 
maids to call their transports, while others remained in heated debate. She 
spotted the Ice Giant of Frostplains and the Queen of Gillikin together in 
the corner, conjuring a magical fire before burning their rings at the same 
time. Crackle! Whish! Pop! 

“Sophie!” the Queen of Jaunt Jolie called, hurrying towards her. 

Sophie dove under a table, crawling through a maze of legs and chairs, 
past jeweled boots and regal hems, hearing the sounds of voices and 
crackling fires and dozens more rings burning and popping, until she slid 
under the very last table and came out the other end, precisely where the 
hooded man had been sitting— 

Only he wasn’t there anymore. 

All that was left of him was his royal placard, his name blinking and 
swirling on the front. 

Sophie crumbled into his chair, her heart shrinking. Had she imagined 
him? Had she lied to the rulers for no reason? And lost her chance to save 
herself and her friends? Had she just ensured Tedros’ death? She took the 
placard into her shaking palms. 

That’s when she saw it. 

On the back of the card. 

In tiny magical letters that evaporated as she read them. 


MAKE HIM THINK YOU'RE ON His SIDE 


Sophie looked up. Rhian was striding towards her, pirates flanking him. 
Stealthily, she turned the card over, seeing the name of the man who had 
left the message in a forest-green script. 


The King of Merriman 


The last word morphed as it disappeared, winking like a changeling 
fairy.... 


Merriman. 
Merri man. 
Merry men. 


15 
AGATHA 
One True King 


““Tedros will die unless we stop the execution,” said Agatha, standing in 
the shadows of the School Master’s window, Lionsmane’s message glowing 
in the sky behind her. “And if he dies, the Woods belongs to Rhian. The 
Woods belongs to a madman. Two madmen. Our world is at stake. We can't 
let them win. Not without giving Tedros a chance to fight for his throne.” 





She took a deep breath. “But first we need to get out of this tower 
without Rhian’s men seeing us.” 

Her army stared back at her, packed like sardines into Dean Sophie’s 
chamber. 

“If Rhian plans to execute Tedros at dawn, then the other captives are in 
danger too, Clarissa included,” Professor Manley said, eyeing his fellow 
teachers. “Agatha’s right. We have to make a move.” 


Professor Anemone swallowed. “How many men are still down there?” 

Agatha inched to the side of the window, between crouching first years, 
and peeked through. Some of Rhian’s men roamed the grounds in front of 
the schools, hacking through lily beds with their swords, while the red and 
yellow flowers snared and strangled them. Through the glass of Good’s 
castle, Agatha saw others prowling Hansel’s Haven, smashing the candied 
halls, which belched sticky sugar in defense, gluing them to walls like flies 
in a web. There were more pirates skulking around the School for Evil, 
lighting smoke bombs in the corridors to snuff out their prey, only to have 
the bombs rebound and blast them off balconies. Alarms screeched from 
both castles as more magical safeguards activated, thwarting the guards’ 
advance. 

But for every man foiled by the school’s defenses, there were ten more 
Sliding through the hole in the shield over the North Gate, armed with 
weapons and brandishing lit torches against the dark. 

“Agatha?” Professor Anemone pushed. 

Agatha turned to her troops. “They’re everywhere.” She shoved down 
her panic. “We need to think. There has to be a way into the Woods without 
them seeing us.” 

“What would Clarissa do?” Princess Uma asked the teachers. 

“She’d use every spell in her book to blast these goons,” Manley spat. 
“Come on, Sheeba, Emma, all of you. We’ll fight them ourselves.” He 
made a move to stand up, but blue firebolts shot across the chamber, 
electrifying him and knocking him to the ground. 

Agatha froze. “What in the—” 

Then she saw where the firebolts had come from. 

The Storian, pulsing with spidery blue static, over its open storybook. 

“Teachers can’t interfere in a fairy tale, Bilious,” said Professor Sheeks, 
helping her trembling colleague sit up. “We can shield the school. We can 
fight alongside our students. But we can’t do the job for them. Clarissa 
made that mistake and look where she is.” 

Wiping sweat from his face, Manley still looked shaken. But not as 
shaken as the first years, who now realized they were on their own. 

The fourth years, meanwhile, were undaunted. 

“What if me and Vex sneak out?” Ravan postured, a book in one 
bandaged hand, while his pointy-eared friend, leg in a cast, kept sniffing 


Sophie’s scented candles. “We can mogrify and escape before they notice a 
thing.” 

“You’re injured, first of all,” said Hester. “And if they catch you 
leaving, that means the rest of us are dead meat. Otherwise Ani and I would 
have gone a long time ago.” 

“Me too, obviously,” Dot pipped. 

“And even if Hester and I could go, Rhian would see us coming on his 
map,” said Anadil. 

“Not if we switch swan emblems,” said Bossam, pointing at the 
glittering silver crest on his black uniform. “If you guys wear these, the 
Map will think you’re us and won’t track you.” 

“Our emblems don’t come off, you three-eyed monkey. Castor told us at 
the Welcoming. Look,” Bodhi snapped, unbuttoning his shirt and disrobing, 
only to see the swan crest magically move and tattoo on his tan chest. “It’s 
on our bodies at all times. That’s the point of it. Right, Priyanka?” He 
flexed his muscles and Priyanka blushed. 

“T could get it off if I tried,” Bossam puled, giving Priyanka a wounded 
look. 

“Just like you said you could find Priyanka during the Glass Coffin 
challenge, when Yuba turned all the girls into identical princesses?” Bodhi 
jeered. “Guess who found her instead.” 

“Lucky guess,” Bossam sniffed. “And I’m not a monkey.” 

“No one’s switching emblems and no one’s leaving on their own,” said 
Princess Uma firmly. “We have to stick together. The way lions do when 
they’re attacked. No one left behind. That’s our only chance to beat the 
pirates and save Tedros.” 

“There’s more than two hundred of us,” Hort pointed out helplessly. “Is 
there a spell to hide that many people? Maybe teachers can’t interfere, but 
that doesn’t mean you can’t give us ideas.” 

“Invisibility can only be conferred by snakeskin,” said Yuba, turning to 
Bodhi and Laithan. “Where’s Sophie’s cape? That won’t cover more than a 
few of you, but the right few might be able to save Tedros and the rest.” 

Bodhi frowned at Laithan. His friend’s shoulders sagged. “Lost it on our 
flight back,” Laithan mumbled. 

“What about Transmutation?” Priyanka asked. “The spell Yuba used to 
make all the girls look the same during the Glass Coffin challenge. We 
could transmute into pirates!” 


“Highly advanced hex,” the gnome replied. “Even fourth years would 
struggle to perform it, let alone first years, and besides, the spell only lasts a 
minute.” 

“We know weather spells, though,” Devan proposed, gesturing to his 
classmates. “We could conjure a tornado and sweep us all to Camelot?” 

“And kill half the Woods in the process,” Professor Manley murmured, 
still convulsing slightly. 

“What about the Flowerground train?” asked Beatrix. 

“We’d have to get to the ground to call it,” said Anadil. 

Agatha tried to stay engaged, but all she could think of was Tedros 
being dragged onto a wooden stage . . . thrashing against the guards .. . his 
head slammed on a block as the axe swung down. . . . Fear suffocated her 
like a hood. Her friends and teachers could flail for ideas all they wanted, 
but there was no way out of here. There were pirates occupying every 
comer of the school. And even if they could get past them, they’d never 
make it to Camelot in time. It was at least a day’s journey away and Tedros 
would die in hours— 

“Agatha,” said Hester. 

Maybe I should go, Agatha thought. Alone. Before anyone can stop me. 

She’d turn into a dove and fly out of here without Rhian’s men spotting 
her. She could get to Camelot easily . . . though it wouldn't solve the 
problem of Rhian tracking her. . . . Even so, she trusted herself when it 
counted. And she knew Camelot better than anyone here. Still, stopping 
Tedros’ execution on her own seemed like a fool’s game. Too many things 
could go wrong and the stakes were too high— 

“Agatha,” Hester barked. 

She raised her eyes and saw Hester looking at her. Along with 
everybody else. 

No, not looking at her. 

Looking past her. 

She glanced down and saw the Storian paused over the storybook, its 
painting of the scene complete. The pen hadn’t added anything new to the 
scene since it drew Lionsmane’s message. But there was something 
different about the pen now... . 

It was glowing. 

An urgent orange-gold, the same color of Agatha’s fingerglow. 


As she leaned in, though, she saw it wasn’t the whole pen that was 
glowing, but the carving along its side: an inscription in a deep, flowing 
script that ran unbroken from tip to tip.... 


Vet JE) hi Sosy hof 


She didn’t know the language, but the pen pulsed brighter while Agatha 
gazed at it, as if it wanted her to know. Then, very deliberately, as if aware 
that it had Agatha’s attention, the Storian pointed at the storybook and a 
tiny circle of orange glow spooled from its tip like a smoke ring. Agatha 
stooped lower, watching the glowing circle drift around the painting like a 
spotlight, roving across the lurking pirates on the ground. . . then up the 
School Master’s tower and through the window . . . past the huddling first 
years .. . and settling on the fourth years in the corner. 

No... not all the fourth years, Agatha realized, peering closer. 

One fourth year. 

And it wasn’t her. 

Instead, the pen had picked a brown boy with long, matted hair, a bushy 
unibrow, and a surly scowl. 

The glowing spotlight honed tighter on the boy, zeroing in on his 
bandaged hand . . . something in his bandaged hand. ... 

Agatha turned. “Ravan,” she said, whip-sharp. “Give me that book.” 

Ravan gawked at her. 

“Now!” Agatha hissed. 

Startled, Ravan tossed it to her like a hot stone. “It’s not mine! It’s a 
library book! It was the only one with pictures instead of words! Mona 
made us search for clues about Rhian while we recovered—” 

“Don’t blame me, you illiterate fool!” his green-skinned friend berated. 
“Who carries a library book when running from murderers! No wonder you 
were so slow!” 

“Tried to toss it along the way but the book bit me!” Ravan defended. 





Agatha was already kneeling as she lit up the cover with her glowing 
fingertip, teachers hovering over her. 


The History of the Storian 
AUGUST A. SADER 


Just seeing her old History professor’s name calmed Agatha’s heart. 
August Sader had never led her astray. Even after his death. If the Storian 
had pointed her to the book, then there was something she needed in its 
pages. Something she needed to win this fairy tale. She just had to find 
what it was. 

She pulled open the cover and saw that like all of Professor Sader’s 
books, the pages didn’t have words. Instead, each page was streaked with a 
pattern of embossed dots in a rainbow of colors, small as pinheads. As a 
blind seer, Professor Sader couldn’t write history. But he could see it and he 
wanted his readers to do the same. 

“Is there a reason we’re reading a crackpot’s theory while pirates ravage 
our school?” Professor Manley growled. 

“If it wasn’t for August Sader, we wouldn't have a school,” Professor 
Anemone chided. 

“Bilious is right, Emma,” Princess Uma added meekly. “As much as I 
loved August, his theory about the Storian has no proof... .” 

Agatha tuned them out, thumbing through pages, but the book was as 
thick as her fist. Where was she supposed to start reading when all the 
pages looked exactly the same? 

Then, out of the corner of her eye, she saw the Storian glow brighter in 
midair. 

Without thinking, Agatha turned a page, keeping her eye on the pen. 

The Storian pulsed brighter. 

Agatha turned more pages. 

The Storian pulsed even brighter. 

Agatha flipped through the book, faster and faster, the Storian glowing 
hotter, hotter, like the last flare of a sunset, its light ballooning through the 
entire tower. Agatha surged to the next page— 

The Storian went dim. 

She flipped back to the page before. 

“This one,” she breathed. 


Far below, she heard the pirates. “Light inna School Master’s tower! 
Someone’s inside!” 

Another answered: “How we gonna git up there?” 

Inside the tower, teachers and students exchanged petrified looks. 

Agatha was already running her fingertips across the dots on the page— 

““Chapter 15: One True King,” spoke Professor Sader’s voice. 

Agatha swept her hand across the next line of dots and a ghostly three- 
dimensional scene melted into view atop the page: a living diorama, the 
colors gauzy, like one of Professor Sader’s old paintings. Agatha could see 
the whole school crowding in to watch a vision of the Storian, twirling over 
the book. 

“From the very beginning of the Endless Woods, the Storian has been its 
lifeblood,” Sader’s voice narrated. “As long as the Storian writes new tales, 
the sun will keep rising over the Woods, for it is these lessons of Good and 
Evil that move our world forward. But just as the Pen keeps Man alive, so 
too does Man keep the Pen alive. Each ruler wears a ring that pledges his 
or her loyalty to the Storian, carrying the same inscription as the pen’s. A 
hundred founding realms in the Endless Woods. A hundred rulers. A 
hundred rings. As long as the rulers continue to wear these rings, the 
Storian will continue to write.” 

The scene zoomed in on the inscription, gleaming in the pen’s steel. 

“For many years, the bond between Man and Pen was peaceful,” Sader 
continued. “But then rulers began to question what the inscription in their 
rings meant. It is not a known language of any kingdom. The inscription 
appears nowhere else. So the best scholars of the Woods studied the 
symbols and offered their own readings.” 

Over the book, the phantoms of three wizened old men appeared, their 
beards to the floor, holding hands in the School Master’s tower. . . . 

“First, there were the Three Seers who brought the Storian to the 
School for Good and Evil for protection, believing only a School Master 
could prevent the pen from corruption by either side. These Seers testified 
the inscription was a simple edict: “THE PEN Is Man’s TRUE KING.’ As such, 
the Storian was the Woods’ one true master, entrusted with preserving the 
balance. Man existed purely to serve the pen and should live humbly under 
its rule.” 

The scene atop the book changed: now a grisly war, soldiers of Good 
and Evil spilling each other’s blood... . 


“This theory held for hundreds of years until a King of Netherwood 
insisted his scholars had decoded the carving to mean precisely the 
opposite: ‘MAN Is THE PEN’S TRUE KING.’ According to these scholars, the 
Storian needed a master. The Woods needed a master. This, in turn, set off a 
series of wars between kingdoms, each vying to claim the Storian, only to 
see those victorious suffer a grisly fate. ...” 

Agatha watched as ruler after ruler triumphantly climbed the tower and 
seized the pen, only to be stabbed through the heart by it and pitched into 
the moat below. 

“But then came the Sader line of seers, my ancestors, who proposed 
their own reading of the Storian’s inscription. ” 

Once more, the scene depicted the pen’s strange symbols .. . only now 
they were shape-shifting into readable letters ... 

“WHEN MAN BECOMES PEN, THE ONE TRUE KING WILL RULE.” 

Agatha studied these words. She could hear pirates outside and harsh 
scrapes against the School Master’s tower, like hooks or arrows hitting 
stone. Students moved away from the window, but Agatha kept her focus 
on the book— 

“Leaders clashed over the meaning of the Sader Theory. Was the 
Storian encouraging Man to fight the Pen? Or was it ordering Man to bow 
to the Pen as King? The Sader Theory, then, only added fuel to the fire that 
divided the Woods: Who controls our stories? Man or Pen?” 

The letters on the phantom Storian reverted to the unusual symbols. 

“This battle raged for centuries until a new School Master, the Evil half 
of two twin brothers who presided over the School for Good and Evil, made 
a startling discovery. ...” 

The scene zoomed in on the inscription, revealing etchings within the 
carvings. 

“Each symbol of the Storian’s inscription was a mosaic of squares, and 
inside each square: a swan. One hundred swans in total, fifty of them white, 
fifty of them black, representing a hundred Ever and Never kingdoms in the 
Endless Woods. Taken together, the inscription included every known realm, 
Good and Evil, the entirety of our world reflected in the pen’s steel.” 

A silver ring appeared over the book, the same inscription carved in its 
surface. 

“In light of this, I proposed a new theory,” said Sader. “‘When Man 
Becomes Pen’ didn’t mean that one should reign supreme, but that Man and 


Pen existed in perfect balance. Neither could erase the other. Neither could 
manipulate fate. Neither could force the outcome of a story. They had to 
share power for the Woods to survive. At last, the debate was settled. Who 
controls our stories: Man or Pen? The answer was: both.” 

The silver rings multiplied in midair. 

“The ring that each ruler wore, then, was an oath of loyalty to the Pen. 
As long as the rulers wore these rings, Man and Pen would stay in balance, 
just like Good and Evil. But if Man were to forsake the Pen and deny its 
place... if all the rulers were to burn their rings and instead swear loyalty 
to a king of their own...” 

The rings burned up in a burst of flames— 

“...then the balance would be gone. The Storian would lose its powers 
and this king would claim them. A king who would become the new 
Storian.” 

Out of the ashes, a human form rose, holding a new pen. 

A pen glowing gold. 

“This king, the One True King, would no longer be bound by the 
balance. He could use his pen like a sword of fate. Every word he’d write 
would come to life. With his power, he could bring peace and wealth and 
happiness to the Woods without limit. Or he could kill his enemies, enslave 
the kingdoms, and control every soul in the Woods like a puppetmaster does 
a puppet.” 

The shadow of the king grew, bigger, bigger, and in this shadow, a new 
scene played: three scrawny hags atop wooden boxes, preaching to 
passersby in the square. 

“My theory was widely dismissed, likely because no one wanted to 
entertain the thought of a single Man possessing so much power. To reject 
my theory was to keep the rings and the balance of Man and Pen intact. 
And yet, there were some ardent believers: most significantly, the Mistral 
Sisters of Camelot, who King Arthur brought in as his advisors before his 
death. Other proponents included Evelyn Sader, former Dean of the School 
for Girls; Rebesham Hook, grandson of Captain Hook; and Queen Yuzuru 
of Foxwood, who believed she was the One True King. But in the end, the 
solidarity of the Woods prevailed, their rings uniting them in trust of the 
sacred pen...” 

The mist over the book began to dissipate. 

“...for now.” 


The chapter went dark. 

So did Agatha’s fingerglow. 

Eyes met around the room, Evers and Nevers trying to decipher what 
they’d just heard. The whole school seemed to draw a collective breath. 

“There’s a catwalk to the tower!” a pirate shouted outside. “Lookie!” 

“Get to the catwalk!” Kei commanded. 

Pirate roars echoed over a low rattle of thunder. 

“They found us,” Kiko peeped, glancing at her scared friends and 
teachers. 

Agatha leaned across the windowsill to get a look, but Hort snagged her 
back. 

“That’s how my dad died,” he glared. “Doing something stupid.” 

“I don’t get it. Storian knows we’re in trouble. That’s why it sent us to 
that book,” Anadil muttered, rubbing her bandaged arm. “How did any of 
that help us?” 

Agatha had the same question. 

“T told you it’s all malarkey,” Professor Manley harrumphed. “No one 
knows what that inscription says. No one has the slightest clue. Just a bunch 
of guesses to suit those making them.” 

Except Agatha was considering the Storian now, its carvings still 
glowing as it hovered over the painting of this very scene . . . “Dot, what's 
that spell you used in the breezeway? The one that zoomed into the crystal 
ball—” 

“Mirrorspell? That's my spell” Hester swiped, crawling towards 
Agatha, already anticipating what she was going to ask next. 

“Show me the inscription,” Agatha told her. 

Hester pointed her glowing fingertip at the Storian and immediately a 
two-dimensional projection floated over the floor, magnifying the 
mysterious script. 

On their knees, students and teachers gathered closer, gazing at the 
enlarged symbols . . . at a hundred tiny squares buried inside them like 
seeds . . . and inside every square, a black or white swan.... 

“Just like the book said,” Agatha pointed out. “Can’t all be malarkey, 
then.” 

Only she noticed something. 

Something different about the inscription from the way it looked in the 
book. 


There were empty squares in it. 

Two of them, to be precise. 

Two blank boxes, where a swan should be, the glow in the carving 
darkened in those spots like missing teeth. 

Suddenly there was a sharp noise and Agatha’s eyes shifted further 
down the inscription. 

A white swan had gone up in flames. It crumpled like burning metal— 
crackle, whish, pop!— 

Then it vanished. Just like the two others. 

Only now another swan was on fire. A black one. 

Then five more swans . . . no, ten more... no, more than that, 
combusting too fast for Agatha to count—crackle, whish, pop!—as they 
disappeared from the Storian’s steel. 

“What’s happening?” Professor Anemone said nervously. 

It can only mean one thing, Agatha thought. 

“They’re burning their rings,” she said. “The leaders are burning their 
rings.” 

Her heart pumped harder. 

Everything Rhian had done... 

Saving kingdoms from the Snake. 

Picking Sophie as his queen. 

Telling lies with Lionsmane. 

He’d had a bigger plan all along. 

“Camelot isn’t what he wants,” she said, hearing her voice tighten. 
“Rhian wants the Storian. To destroy it. To become it. To rule as the One 
True King.” 

“Horsecrap,” Professor Manley scorched. “We told you there’s no 
proof!” 

“Then why did the Storian lead us to that book?” Agatha said intensely. 
“This is what it wanted us to see. Leaders are burning their rings. 
Something’s happened. Something that’s making them swear loyalty to 
Rhian over the Storian. Over the school. And it’s that loyalty that keeps the 
Storian alive. If all of them burn their rings . . . if that carving 
disappears . . . then Rhian will control the Woods. Professor Sader’s theory 
was right. That’s why the Storian’s doing more than just recording our fairy 
tale this time: it’s jumping ahead ... warning us of dangers . . . guiding us 


to clues. . . . Don’t you see? The Storian needs our help. The Storian is 
asking us for help.” 

Professor Manley fell quiet. So did the other teachers. 

“For a Man to possess the Pen’s magic .. . even Rafal never managed 
that,” said Professor Anemone, distressed. 

“Rhian would be invincible,” said Hort. 

“More than that,” Agatha warned. “You heard Sader. The One True 
King takes the Storian’s powers. But under Man’s control, those powers are 
unchecked. Rhian will be able to use Lionsmane to write whatever he 
wants... and it will come true. Imagine if everything Lionsmane writes 
could become real. If everything Rhian wishes could become real. You 
think he’s going to give everyone in the Woods a sack of gold and a pony? 
No, he wants the Storian’s powers for a reason. I don’t know what that 
reason is yet, but I know it's nothing good. Not that we’ll be around to see it 
happen. He can write that I’ve been eaten by wolves and wolves will come 
to devour me. He can write that the School has fallen and it will crumble to 
dust. He can destroy kingdoms. He can bring people back from the dead. 
All with the stroke of his pen. Rhian will have control over every soul in the 
Woods. He’ll have control over all stories, past and present. Our world will 
be at his mercy. Forever.” 

No one spoke as Hester’s projection fizzled. Even the night air outside 
had gone silent, except for a misting rain, as if the pirates were listening 
too. 

“Kiss my arse! All of you!” a voice yipped. 

Everyone turned to hairy, three-eyed Bossam in the corner, holding up 
his silver swan emblem, detached from his uniform. 

“Knew I could do it!” he boasted. “Castor’s strategies for training 
henchmen. You know, the ones we used in the Golden Goose challenge. 
Step 1: Command. Told the swans we’re gonna die unless they helped us 
and if we die, they die too.” He threw a dirty look at Bodhi and grinned at 
Priyanka. “Came right off.” 

Castor craned his head up, stirring. “Madman trying to control souls, 
whole Woods about to die, and you’re diddling with your clothes.” 

The sound of pen scratching against paper cut through the tower— 

Agatha spun to see the Storian writing again . . . adding to the same 
painting she’d thought was finished. .. . 


This time, it was painting something on Sophie’s Way, the catwalk 
between Evil and the School Master’s tower. 

The pen drew in slashes of lines, filling in slowly. 

Rain misting over the catwalk. 

And through the rain... 

A shadow, Agatha realized. 

Coming towards their tower. 

Tall, hulking, with a black hat pulled low over the face. 

It was carrying something over its shoulder. 

Her stomach clamped. 

“Pirate,” she said. 

Instantly students sprung up from the floor, backing away from the 
window— 

Agatha turned and saw the shadow in real life, skulking across the 
catwalk towards the School Master’s tower. 

With the rain pummeling harder, veiling his face under his black hat, 
she still couldn’t see which pirate he was. Nor could she see what he was 
toting over his shoulder. He wore all black instead of silver chainmail, his 
leather coat flapping in the wind. He must be of higher rank, Agatha 
thought. Like Kei. The pirate moved with no hurry, his right leg slowed by a 
clear limp, his tall black boots snapping against stone. 

Castor surged forward to attack, but the Storian shot a firebolt past his 
head and teachers grabbed him back. First years shielded behind them. 

“The alarm on the catwalk,” Professor Anemone rasped. “It'll catch 
him!” 

On cue, red light beamed off the Sophie’s Way sign, scanning the man’s 
face. 

The light turned green and let him pass. 

“Or not,” said Hort. 

“Must have tricked it—” said Reena. 

“This is ridiculous. We’re not a bunch of geese about to be turned into a 
pie,” Hester blazed. “There’s one of him and a whole school of us.” She 
turned to Anadil. 

“Ready?” 

“Even with one arm,” Anadil replied coolly. 

Hester’s demon exploded off her neck like a firebomb, engorging with 
blood as it scudded through the window and slammed the pirate in the face. 


With a flying leap, Hester and Anadil dove out the window and tackled the 
thug to the catwalk. 

“Wait for me!” Dot called, hurrying after them and hopping over the 
windowsill, only to trip onto the catwalk with a shriek. 

Behind her, students gawked as Hester and Anadil wrestled the pirate. 

“What are we waiting for!” Agatha snapped at them. “Charge!” 

Her army let out a roar and throttled through the window to help their 
friends. As they besieged the villain with kicks and punches and amateur 
stun spells, Dot pushed through the crowd, knocking first years aside, 
determined to rejoin her coven and do her part. She jostled her way to the 
pirate, finger glowing, prepared to turn his clothes to chocolate licorice that 
would bind him like ropes— 

She saw his face and screamed. 

“STOP!” 

The attack ceased, everyone spinning to Dot, confused. 

All except Agatha, who now saw the pirate’s bloodied, bruised face in 
the moonlight. 

The pirate who wasn’t a pirate at all. 

“Daddy?” Dot gasped. 

Curled up on the stone, the Sheriff of Nottingham squinted up at her, his 
wild hair coated with rain, his beard dripping blood, his right eye swelling. 
“T really don’t like your friends,” he snarled. 

“What are you doing here?” Dot asked as she, Hester, and Anadil 
sheepishly helped him up, the Sheriff giving the latter two a hateful look. 

His face contorted with pain as he ignored his daughter and looked right 
at Agatha. “If you want to save your boyfriend, we have to go now.” 

Agatha’s chest tightened again, her eyes darting off the catwalk towards 
the castle. “Go where? There's no way out... there’s pirates . . . they're 
coming...” 

Except they weren t coming, she realized. 

Because she didn’t see any pirates at all. 

Not on the catwalk. Not in the School for Evil. Not in the School for 
Good. 

Every last pirate. Gone. 

It’s a trap, she thought. 

“No time to faff around, Agatha,” the Sheriff growled. “Rhian ain’t just 
killing your boyfriend. He’s killing all of ’em, Dovey included.” 


It hit Agatha like a kick to the stomach. She saw teachers pale around 
her. Hort too, scared for Nicola. 

“Bring your best fighters,” the Sheriff ordered, turning to leave. “Young 
ones and teachers stay behind to protect the school.” 

Agatha couldn’t breathe. “B-b-but I told you! There’s no way to get us 
out of here safely! Even if we could, there’s no way to get us to Camelot in 
time—” 

“Yes there is,” said the Sheriff, turning back to her. 

He raised his arm and held up a familiar gray sack, its ripped pieces 
stitched together, something squirming inside. His bloodied lips curled into 
a grin. 

“Same way I took care of all those pirates.” 


s 16 
PROFESSOR DOVEY 
What Makes Your Heart Beat? 


I know where Merlin is. 

He meant for me to find that clump of hair he sent with Anadil’s rat. He 
knew I’d understand. 

But what I know will come to nothing unless I tell someone. 

Someone who can find Merlin if Tedros and I die. Someone out of 
Rhian’s clutches. 

I must tell them before the axe falls. But who? And how? 





As soon as we’re shoved out of King’s Cove, these moldy sacks 
jammed over our heads, all I’m left with is my sense of smell and sound. I 
feel myself kicked up a staircase, my limbs knocking against the other 
captives. I recognize Tedros’ solid arms and clasp his sweating hand before 
we’re pulled apart. Bogden hushes Willam’s whimpers; Valentina’s and 
Aja’s high-heeled boots clatter out of rhythm; Nicola’s breaths start and 
stop, a sign that she’s deep in thought. Soon my gown scrapes smooth 
marble walls, beetle wings rustling as they fall, and my knees buckle as I 
lurch onto a landing, my body drained from all it has endured. A minty 
breeze blows in, along with the scent of hyacinths. We must be passing the 
veranda in the Blue Tower, over the garden where the hyacinths grow. Yes, 
I hear the songbirds now, the ones outside the queen’s bedroom, where 
Agatha let me rest when I came to Camelot. 

But these senses aren’t all I have to guide me. 

There is a sixth sense that only fairy godmothers have. 

A sense that churns my blood and makes my palms tingle. 

A sense that a story is barreling towards an end that isn’t meant to be, 
and the only thing that can steer the story right is a fairy godmother’s 


intervention. 

It is this sense that made me help Cinderella the night of the ball. It’s 
this sense that made me force Agatha to look in the mirror her first year, 
when she’d given up on her Ever After. It’s this sense that made me come to 
Camelot before the Snake’s attack. My fellow teachers surely consider the 
last a mistake: a violation of the Storian’s rules, beyond a fairy godmother’s 
work. But I’d do it again. The King of Camelot will not die on my watch. 
Not just because he’s king, but because he is, and will always be, my 
student. 

Too many of my young wards have lost their lives: Chaddick, Tristan, 
Millicent... 

No more. 

And yet, what’s my move now? I know there is one. I can feel my sixth 
sense burn even hotter. That familiar sting of hope and fear, telling me I can 
fix this fairy tale. 

The fairy godmother’s call. 

There is a way out of this. 

I wait for the answer, my nerves shredding. . . . 

Nothing comes. 

Tedros grunts near me as he jostles in frustration against his guards. 
He’s realizing we’ve been beaten and there’s nothing standing between him 
and the axe. 

The breeze gusts harder from multiple sides, the smell of morning dew 
thickening, and for a moment I think we’re outside the castle, death ever- 
near, only to realize there’s still marble beneath my feet. The others aren’t 
thinking clearly; I hear their panic—Willam’s whimpers turning to sobs, 
Valentina hissing and cursing, Tedros’ boots skidding, trying to stall— 

Then it all stops. 

My guard has let me go. 

And from the silence around me, I know the others are free too. 

I hear a sack pulled off someone’s head. 

Then Tedros’ voice: “Huh?” 

I whip the sack off myself, as do the others. We have the same dazed 
expressions, our hair laced with potato dust. 

We are in the Blue Tower dining room, looking out over a veranda, the 
sky the color of amethysts, warning of dawn. The long dining table is made 
of glass mosaic, the shards of blue forming a Lion’s head in the center. Laid 


out around it is a magnificent feast. Seared venison cut into pink hearts atop 
green broad beans. Marinated rabbit kidneys with emerald parsley. Hen’s 
eggs perched on buttermilk biscuits. Chilled cucumber soup with sungold 
tomatoes. White caviar, sprinkled with chive blossoms. Chocolate mousse 
swimming in vanilla foam. A bloodred grapefruit consommé. 

There are seven place settings at the table, each labeled with one of our 
names. 

We stare at one another like we’ve detoured into a different story. 

The guards are mostly gone too. Only a pair in full armor remain, one 
blocking each door. 

Then like a kick to the gut, I understand. 

So does Nicola. 

“It's our last meal,” she says, gazing over the balcony’s stone rail. 

We gather behind her, looking down at the execution stage atop a hill, 
burnished in the moonlight. There’s a dark wooden block in the middle of 
it. 

Tedros’ throat bobs. 

Two shadows suddenly glide overhead and Sophie passes on the 
catwalk above us. She’s walking with Rhian, speaking to him in a whisper. I 
only glimpse her face for a moment: she looks calm and engaged, as if she’s 
going with Rhian of her own accord. Her hand is on the king’s bicep. She 
doesn’t see us. 

Then she’s gone. 

The room falls silent. Tedros looks at me. Seeing Sophie strolling with 
Rhian so intimately has shaken him further. As it has me. My young 
charges sense my unease. 

“Come,” I say, with a Dean’s authority, taking my place at the table. 

Not out of hunger or a desire to eat; my body feels weak beyond the 
possibility of replenishment. But I need them to keep their wits. And I need 
time to think. 

No one follows me to the table at first. But Tedros isn’t one to resist 
food and before he can help it, he’s dumped himself at Bogden’s place 
setting and is stuffing deer meat into his mouth, his eyes still brimming with 
fear. 

Soon the rest are eating too, until their bellies are sated long enough for 
them to remember who served this meal and why. 

“He’s mocking us, isn’t he?” Willam asks meekly. 


“Fattening a pig before it’s slaughtered,” says Bogden. 

“We can’t just stuff our faces like it’s a quinceañera and go die!” 
Valentina fumes. 

“We have to do something,” Aja seconds. 

They instinctively look at Tedros, who glances between the pirates at 
the doors, inscrutable through their helmets, both wielding swords. We have 
no weapons. To attack them would lead to a faster death than the one 
already scheduled. Yet, they’re listening to everything we say, as if Rhian’s 
not only taunting us with food, but the hope of escape. The gears in Tedros’ 
head are turning, knowing any plan he speaks out loud will be thwarted 
before it starts. 

And then, as I’m looking at him, I feel it once more. 

The sting of an answer. 

Surfacing quickly ... about to break through... 

But again, nothing comes, like a ghost afraid to show itself. 

“Do you have a fairy godmother, Professor?” Tedros asks, his face 
creased with stress. “Someone who saves you when you need it?” 

I want to tell him to be quiet. That I’m close to something. That I need 
to think— 

My sixth sense stirs once more. 

But this time, it’s pushing me to answer Tedros’ question. To tell him 
my story. 

Why? 

Only one way to find out. 

“Yes, even fairy godmothers have their own guides,” I say, glancing out 
the window at the lightening sky. My tone is strained, my pace rushed. “I 
graduated from the School for Good as a leader, but I resisted my quest 
assignment: to kill a nasty witch who was luring children to her gingerbread 
house.” 

“Hester’s mother?” Nicola asks. 

“Indeed. If I had gone on my quest and succeeded, Hester never would 
have been born. Hester’s mother didn’t give birth to Hester until much later, 
thanks to dark magic that let her have a child at an unusually old age. But 
the reason I rejected my quest was simple: I had no instinct for violence, 
even against a child-eating witch. It was Merlin who changed my fortune. 
Merlin was a frequent guest teacher at the School for Good, and my fourth 
year, he’d been guest teaching Good Deeds after the original professor ran 


afoul of the Doom Room beast. Upon taking a shine to me as his student, 
Merlin told Dean Ajani that there was no reason for him to keep filling in 
when the Dean had a perfectly fine Good Deeds teacher in me. Because of 
Merlin, the Dean changed my quest and made me the youngest professor at 
the School for Good.” 

“So Merlin is your fairy godmother?” said Bogden. “Or father. Or 
whatever.” 

“No,” I say, dipping deeper in my memory. “Because I wasn’t fully 
fulfilled as a teacher, it turns out. Not even as a Dean, when I received that 
honor years later. A piece of me knew I was meant for more. I just didn’t 
know what that was. Ironically, it was King Arthur who changed my 
fortune next.” 

Tedros gawks at me, mouth full of biscuit. “My father?” 

I can feel myself settling into the story. As if the past will unlock the 
present. 

“After you were born, your father commissioned a teacher from our 
school to paint your coronation portrait. Arthur loathed his own coronation 
portrait so much that he wanted to ensure you had one he approved of, since 
he wouldn’t be alive when you became king. That teacher not only painted 
your portrait as Arthur asked, but also brought me along when he did.” 

“So King Arthur was your fairy godmother?” Willam says, agog. 

“Wait a second,” Tedros cuts in, heaping chocolate onto his plate. “Lady 
Gremlaine said a seer painted my portrait, which makes sense since he 
predicted exactly what I would look like as a teenager, but now you’re 
saying it was a teacher—” His eyes startle like rippling pools. “Professor 
Sader. He was the seer who painted my portrait?” 

“And your father and I watched every brushstroke,” I add, remembering 
it had happened in this very room, spring flowers blowing in through the 
veranda. “Arthur had asked August to bring along the Dean who would one 
day teach his newborn son, no doubt to make me feel the burden of the 
future king’s education. Guinevere kindly let me hold you, though you were 
fussing and giving me trouble, even then. Your steward, Lady Gremlaine, 
was there too, though she hardly said a word. When your mother left with 
you, I sensed a sadness in Lady Gremlaine and I found myself talking to her 
more than the king. Idle talk mostly, about how she missed seeing her 
sister’s sons grow up and how I wished Pd had siblings of my own... but 
my attentions brightened her mood. Professor Sader noticed. On the way 


back to school, he mentioned that he was impressed with how I’d handled 
Gremlaine; that it took skill to connect with a person so forlorn. I had the 
sense he knew her well. Then August said he thought my talents as a 
teacher and Dean weren’t being fully used. That I might consider being a 
fairy godmother to those in need. I dismissed the idea at first; I hadn’t the 
slightest clue what it took to be a fairy godmother and it seemed like 
tedious work, chasing down sad saps and granting wishes. But August is 
persuasive and he made me a crystal ball, using a piece of his soul and 
mine. A crystal ball that showed me people in the Woods who needed help. 
My help. And I found myself answering the call. For the first time in a long 
while, I had a life beyond the School for Good and Evil.” 

“So it wasn’t Merlin or my father. It was Professor Sader,” Tedros 
realizes, so entranced he’s finally stopped eating. “He was your fairy 
godmother.” 

“Professor Sader set me on my path,” I answer. “It’s his face that 
appears when I look in my crystal ball. At least until it broke. Now it’s a 
glitching mess.” 

“Who broke it?” Aja prompts. 

“August, believe it or not!” I shake my head. “You’d think a seer could 
see an accident coming, but he knocked it off my desk, chipping a big 
piece. Offered to make me a new one, but he died shortly thereafter. 
Merlin’s repaired it as best he can, but it’s changed. You saw its effects on 
me... my lungs haven't recovered. .. .” 

“Then why were you still using it?” Nicola asks. 

I ignore the question. That answer is between Merlin and me. 

“Truth is, I didn’t need a crystal ball to be a good fairy godmother,” I 
say. “Seeing into people’s hearts. That was always my strength. Not magic, 
which was Lady Lesso’s. I’m sure she could have done wonders with a 
crystal ball. Indeed, I would have named Leonora my Second if August 
hadn’t cautioned me against it.” 

I notice one of the pirates yawning. Something inside me sparks, as if I 
know at last why I’m telling this story. As if I know where it’s headed. I 
stare intently at my frightened pupils. 

“But now that I’m older, I realize that August wasn’t my fairy 
godmother after all. Because fairy godmothers can’t swoop in and change 
the story. Fairy godmothers only help you to be you. More you. I wasn’t 
there when Agatha looked in the mirror and realized she was beautiful. I 


wasn’t there when Cinderella danced with her prince. But each of them 
knew what to do at the time. Because I taught them the same lesson I’m 
teaching you now. When the real test comes, no one will be there to save 
you. No fairy godmother will hand you the answers. No fairy godmother 
will pull you from the fire. But you have something stronger than a fairy 
godmother inside of you. A power greater than Good or Evil. A power 
bigger than life and death. A power that already knows the answers, even 
when you’ve lost all hope.” 

I see my students looking at me now, their eyes unblinking, their breaths 
held. The pirates are listening too. 

“There is no name for this power,” I say. “It is the force that makes the 
sun rise. The force that makes the Storian write. The force that brings each 
of us into this world. The force that is bigger than all of us. It will be there 
to help you when the time is right. It will give you the answers only when 
you need it and not before. And whenever you lose it or doubt its existence, 
like I have again and again, all you have to do is look inside yourself and 
ask... What makes my heart beat?” I lean in. “That is who your real fairy 
godmother is. That is what will help you when you need it most.” 

The room is quiet. 

I wait for a response. A sign that they understand. 

Instead, most furrow and frown as if I’m speaking in tongues. The 
pirates go back to yawning, bored by an old woman’s ravings. 

But someone does understand. 

Sitting at the other end of the table. 

Tedros, who returns my gaze, his eyes twinkling like Cinderella’s and 
Agatha’s once did. 

A prince awakened. 

Nothing spoken after that could have possibly mattered. 


WHEN THE TIME comes, none of us put up a fight. 

The guards storm in, rip us from our feast and bind our hands with rope. 
The tattooed pirate in charge of Tedros cuffs a rusted collar around the 
prince like a dog and drags him by a leash. They shove us out of the dining 
room, through the hall, and across a catwalk to a staircase that leads down 
to the courtyard. From the courtyard, it’s only a short walk to the 
executioner’s stage, sitting atop a hill that slopes to the drawbridge and 


outer gates. A halo of gold rises behind the castle, the sun minutes from 
breaking through. 

The first years are shivering, their eyes on the stage ahead, where a big- 
bellied, black-hooded man in a black leather vest and leather kilt takes 
practice swings with his axe. As we get closer, the hooded man sets his gaze 
on us and grins through his mask. The first years shrink into their skins. 

But not Tedros. 

There’s something different in him now. Despite his slashed clothes, 
beaten-up body, and the tattooed pirate yoking him with his leash, the 
prince looks stronger, like he’s more resolved in his fight. Our eyes meet, 
and I get that tingling feeling again: the conviction that I can fix this. That 
there is a way out of this death trap. 

And then I realize... 

Each time I’ve had the feeling, I’ve been looking at Tedros. 

He gives me a curious glance, as if he knows I’ve figured something 
out. 

In front of the stage, their backs facing the castle, a hundred leaders 
from around the Woods have gathered in their finest clothes. They must 
have traveled to Camelot for Rhian’s wedding, only to see death added to 
the menu of festivities. We come from behind and for a moment, I see them 
before they see me. The first thing I notice is how haggard they look, as if 
they’ve been up all night. They speak in hushed tones, their faces grim 
beneath their crowns and diadems. The second thing I notice is that many 
are missing their rings: the silver bands that mark them as members of the 
Kingdom Council. Dread pits in my stomach. It’s my instinct to look for 
these rings. The School Master taught Lady Lesso and me to check for them 
when a ruler asked to meet with us (usually about a relative they wanted 
admitted to the school). These rings, pledging loyalty to the Storian, are the 
best proof a king or queen is who they say they are. But now half of these 
rings are gone? Rings worn without exception for thousands of years? 

I hear a scrap of conversation— 

“My castle has been firebombed,” says a woman I recognize as the 
Empress of Putsi, who pushed me to accept her son into Good. “As soon as 
I destroyed my ring, Rhian sent his men to Putsi and the attackers fled.” 

“I thought you and I agreed to keep our rings,” the Duke of Hamelin 
retorts, still wearing his. “To protect the Storian. To protect the school.” 


“The school is behind these attacks. You heard the king,” the Empress 
defends. “I didn’t believe it before, but I do now. My people come first.” 

“Your castle, you mean,” snipes the Duke. 

The Empress is about to respond when she sees us coming. The other 
leaders spot us too, as we curl towards the steps leading up to the stage. 
From the looks on their faces, it’s clear that they’ve either forgotten we 
were imprisoned or they didn’t know it was more than Tedros who would 
die today. And when they see me—Dean of Good, fairy godmother of 
legend, protector of the pen that keeps our world alive—their eyes widen in 
recognition. ... 

And yet, none move. 

They just stand there, tethered in place, as if the same reason they’re not 
wearing their rings also precludes them from helping me and my charges. 

I stare at the Princess of Altazarra, who once bawled in my arms when 
the boy she loved betrayed her to win a Trial by Tale her first year at school. 

She looks away. 

Sheep, I scorn. Rhian has the people’s support and no ruler dares 
challenge him, even if they know better. Every one of these leaders lives in 
fear of what’s about to happen to me happening to them, only at the hands 
of an angry mob instead of a king. Which means, even though I teach their 
sons and daughters, even though I’ve taught many of them, they won’t stand 
up for me or my students. 

We’re dragged up creaking wooden steps to the stage, where the guards 
hold us in a line at the back, facing the chopping block and the audience 
below. A pirate is sharpening steel pikes and stacking them at the side of the 
stage. 

I count seven. 

“What are those for?” Aja murmurs on one side of me. 

“Our heads,” says Nicola on the other, her eyes on Lionsmane’s 
message in the sky, ending with Rhian’s promise to mount our skulls for the 
Woods to see. 

Next come the maids, in their white dresses and bonnets, who roll out a 
long gold-trimmed carpet patterned with lions, leading up to the stage. 

Guinevere is amongst them, one of Japeth’s gruesome scims sealing her 
lips. 

Tedros flushes red when he sees his mother in a maid’s outfit and the 
Snake’s slithering worm on her face, but Guinevere looks right at her son, 


her eyes smoldering. The glare disarms him as it does me. It’s the same 
look Lady Lesso used to give me before the Circus of Talents when Evil 
had a new trick up its sleeve. 

Then I notice something in Guinevere’s hair. Tucked behind the ear, 
standing out against the white strands . . . a stray purple petal, unusual in 
shape. 

A lotus petal. 

Strange. Lotus blossoms don’t grow in Camelot. Nowhere near it. They 
only bloom in Sherwood Forest. . . . 

But now the king approaches, his princess on his arm. 

The crowd of leaders swivels to watch Rhian glide down the gold 
carpet, Excalibur on his belt, as he and Sophie make their way to the stage. 

Rhian sees their faces, still stunned by the added executions, and he 
calmly stares back. That’s when I understand: this execution isn’t about 
Tedros or his allies. Not really. This is about threatening every leader here: 
if Rhian can cut off the head of Arthur’s son and Good’s Dean . . . then he 
can certainly cut off any of theirs. 

The wind picks up, sweeping blades of grass across the hill. Sunlight 
Spears past our shoulders, dawn anointing the copper-haired king and his 
princess with light. 

Sophie grips Rhian like a crutch, her movement stooped and 
submissive. She’s wearing a white ruffled gown, even more prim than the 
maids’; her hair is tied back in a staid bun; and her face is bare and humble, 
though as she ascends the stage on Rhian’s arm and I get a closer look, I 
sense she’s painted herself to look that way. 

As she takes her place beside Rhian at the front of the stage, she glances 
back at me, but there’s nothing in her eyes, as if the shell of her is here, but 
not her spirit. 

I’m hit with déja vu— 

Not of Sophie, but Guinevere. That day I met her with her newborn son, 
when August was painting Tedros’ portrait. While Lady Gremlaine fixed 
her attentions on Arthur, her eyes so soulful, Guinevere was dead-eyed and 
distracted. As if she was only playing the part of Arthur’s wife. 

Now Sophie has the same look as she holds on to a boy who is about to 
kill her friends and fellow Dean. Her gaze flits around the field, searching 
for someone. Someone she can’t find. Rhian senses her inattention. 


Instantly, Sophie’s demeanor changes: she gives him a doting smile, a 
caress of his arm. 

I peer at her closely... then back at the lotus petal in Guinevere’s hair. 

No doubt about it. 

Skullduggery’s afoot. 

Tedros studies me once more, knowing I’ve sleuthed something out— 

Again that sting hits, telling me he’s the key to a happy ending. Like the 
mirror was to Agatha or the pumpkin I used to send Cinderella to the ball. 
It’s Tedros I need. 

But for what! What am I supposed to do! What good is a sixth sense if 
we have no heads! I hold in a scream, my chest imploding— 

Rhian clutches Sophie tighter as he addresses his audience. 

“For a brief moment, after the Council meeting, I couldn’t find my 
princess.” He gives Sophie a look; her eyes glue to her dull, flat, highly 
suspect slippers. “Then I saw her, sitting calmly by the window. She said 
that she’d needed a moment to think. That she’d had the same doubts all of 
you had at the meeting. Was the school the enemy? Should you destroy 
your rings? Must Tedros die? But she’d looked you in the eyes and 
answered yes for a reason. I’d pulled Excalibur from the stone and Tedros 
hadn’t. That alone earned me the crown. For Tedros to no longer command 
the sword that he flaunted at school was proof that he was only a 
pretender.” 

I see Tedros’ eyes flick to Sophie. He’s glowering at her the way he 
used to in class. Back when she was trying to kill him. 

“But there was more, my princess said,” Rhian continues, Excalibur 
shining against his thigh. “She told me that Tedros was her friend. She’d 
even loved him once. But he’d been a poor king. He’d been the rot at 
Camelot’s core. Arthur’s will was clear: the one who pulls the sword is 
king. For Sophie to fight for Tedros even after I pulled the sword was to 
fight against Arthur’s will. To fight against the truth. And without truth, our 
world is nothing.” 

The rulers of the Woods are quiet. The tension in their faces dissolves, 
as if Sophie’s words have reminded them why they’ve traded their rings for 
a king. 

“Now I know she’s truly on my side,” Rhian says, gazing at his 
princess. “Because she’s willing to sacrifice her old loyalties for what’s 


right. She’s willing to let go of the past and be the queen the Woods needs.” 
He raises her hand and kisses it. 

Sophie meekly meets his eyes, then steps to the side of the stage. 

Glaring at her, Tedros is foaming at the mouth. He believes every word 
Rhian has said about Sophie. So do the other captives, judging from their 
expressions. They believe Sophie would trade our lives to save her own. I 
almost do too. 

Almost. 

Tedros looks at me once more, seeking a mirror for his rage, but his 
guard is dragging him forward now. 

“Bring me the impostor king,” Rhian declares. 

Tedros is thrown to his knees, the prince’s neck slammed over the 
wooden block, hands still bound, as Thiago tears off his metal collar. It 
happens so fast Tedros can’t resist. Breath flies out of me. Time is slipping 
away. And I’m still frozen, like those sheep in the crowd. 

Rhian bends down to Tedros. 

“Coward. Traitor. Fraud. Any other king would kill you with pride,” he 
says. “But I am not any other king. Which means Pll give you one chance, 
Tedros of Camelot.” 

Rhian lifts Tedros’ chin. 

“Swear your loyalty to me and Pll spare you,” he says. “You and your 
friends can live out your days rotting in my dungeons. Speak your words of 
surrender and Lionsmane will write them for all to see.” 

Tedros searches Rhian’s face. 

The offer is real. 

A humbled enemy is worth more to Rhian than a dead one. Sparing 
Tedros makes Rhian a merciful king. A Good king. Sparing Tedros makes 
Rhian a Lion instead of a Snake. 

King and prince lock eyes. 

Tedros spits on Rhian’s shoe. “I’d rather give you my head.” 

Good boy. 

The king goes a dark shade of red. He stands. 

“Kill him,” he says. 

The executioner skulks forward, both fists on the axe handle, the leather 
flaps of his vest slapping against his hairy belly. I try to think harder, to will 
a plan into being, but I’m distracted by a young maid, shoving a basket 


beneath Tedros’ head, before stepping back into line next to Guinevere and 
the other maids. 

Tedros raises his eyes to his mother, who hardly looks at him, her gaze 
hollow. But the veins in her neck are pulsing, her body stiff as stone. 

The executioner looms over Tedros, while Rhian speaks— 

“Tedros of Camelot, you are hereby charged with the crimes of treason, 
usurpation, embezzlement of royal funds, conspiracy with the enemy, and 
impersonating a king.” 

“Those are your crimes,” Tedros hisses. 

Rhian kicks him in the mouth, crushing Tedros’ cheek against the block. 

“Each of these crimes carries a penalty of death,” says the king. “Losing 
your head is only a fraction of what you deserve.” 

The leather-hooded man runs his fat fingers along Tedros’ neck, pulling 
down his collar and exposing his flesh to the sun. He touches his axe blade 
to the prince’s skin as if to measure his stroke, all the while maintaining a 
lustful smile. 

That’s when Tedros looks back at me, petrified, realizing that I’ve lied. 
That there isn’t a greater power within that can save him. That he’s going to 
die. 

My heart swoops like a diving hawk. I’ve failed him. I’ve failed us all. 

The executioner leans back and swings the blade high over his shoulder. 
It comes crashing down towards Tedros’ neck— 

A crow skims his head, knocking him off-balance. 

Screams rip through the crowd. 

The executioner swivels, as does Rhian, but a demon’s coming too fast, 
slamming through the crowd like a bullet, blasting leaders aside, before it 
bashes into Rhian’s face, throwing the king off the stage and wrestling him 
downhill. 

Time slows to a dream. As if Tedros is dead and my mind is masking it. 
I must be imagining this, because not only is a red-skinned demon biting 
and smacking Rhian like a rabid bat, but there’s also a magic carpet floating 
down over the stage—less a carpet and more a sack, its billowing sides 
stitched up—with two figures standing atop, like marauding pirates. . . . 

The Sheriff of Nottingham. 

And... Robin Hood? 

Together? 


I see Robin grin down at me: the same bumptious grin he flashed when 
he wanted to avoid punishment at school. Then he raises his bow and lets an 
arrow fly— 

It hits the executioner in the eye, who falls instantly, dropping his axe, 
missing Tedros’ head by an inch. 

Another arrow flies, stabbing the pirate holding me, spilling his blood 
onto my dress. 

Time returns to full throttle. 

From inside the sack comes an army—Agatha, Hort, Anadil, Hester, 
Dot, and more— who dive-bomb the pirates holding the captives onstage. 
All are armed for battle, like warrior angels, except Agatha, who has 
nothing but my old bag, the outline of my heavy crystal visible through the 
fabric. Within seconds, they subdue the pirates and sever their friends’ 
binds, setting Nicola, Willam, Bogden, Aja, and Valentina free. 

Meanwhile, Sophie’s already hiking her dress and fleeing the stage into 
the frantic crowd, as if this is everyone else’s battle but hers. I try to track 
her, but now I see the pirate Thiago lunging towards Tedros, who’s still 
bound to the chopping block— 

Agatha is on the pirate with a panther’s speed, swinging the bag with 
my crystal ball like a mace and crushing Thiago in the ribs. Gasping, he 
kicks her in the chest, knocking her off the stage. Thiago collapses to his 
knees, reaches for his sword, and with his last dregs of strength, raises it 
above Tedros’ spine, the prince still flailing against the block. 

“TEDROS!” Agatha cries, too far to get to him— 

Two pale hands grab Thiago from behind and break his neck with one 
twist. 

Guinevere tosses his body aside. Then she seizes his sword, tears the 
scim off her lips and hacks it to shreds, crushing the remnants with her 
shoe. While she cuts Tedros loose with the goo-covered sword, she sees 
Agatha and her son gaping. 

“I'm a knight’s wife,” she says. 

Tedros grins at her, then spots Rhian in the grass, still thrashing at 
Hester’s demon on his face. As his mother knifes into his binds, Tedros pins 
his eyes on the king, his face hardening, his muscles tensing, like a caged 
lion about to be unleashed. But now Tedros sees Agatha climbing to her 
feet, her eyes on Rhian too. The instant Tedros is free, he leaps off the 


stage, seizes his princess, and presses his lips hard against hers, before 
looking her in the eyes— 

“Run. Somewhere safe. Understood?” 

“Is that an order?” she says. 

“You bet it is.” 

“Good, because I never listen to those.” 

Agatha’s already sprinting towards Rhian, but my bag on her arm slows 
her down. Tedros cuts in front of her— 

“He’s mine!” 

He flying-tackles the king, rips Hester’s demon off him, and punches 
Rhian in the face. Reeling, Rhian goes for his sword but Agatha swipes it 
off his belt and flings it down the hill while Tedros keeps smashing the 
king’s head into the ground. 

I shake off my daze and realize my hands are still roped behind my 
back, preventing me from doing magic. Even so, we’re on our way to 
victory, with Rhian’s thugs outnumbered. I scan the stage around me— 

Robin targets pirates’ hands with arrows and the Sheriff wrangles their 
bodies into his enchanted sack. Nicola, meanwhile, conjures a storm cloud 
over Wesley’s head, which zaps him with lightning, before Hort cuffs him 
with the rusted collar that leashed Tedros. A pirate comes barreling at 
Hester, swinging the axe; Hester levitates him into the air, while Anadil 
levitates the chopping block, before the two witches magically smash the 
block and pirate together (Dot turns the axe to chocolate). Kiko mogrifies 
into a skunk, sprays Beeba in the eyes, who writhes right into Beatrix and 
Reena’s rope. Ravan and Mona hold up a wooden plank they’ve stripped off 
the stage, while Valentina climbs it like a tree and shoots spells at pirates 
from overhead. Even Willam and Bogden have somehow bagged a rogue of 
their own. 

But I don’t see Sophie fighting for us. 

I don’t see Sophie at all. 

For a moment, I find myself wondering whether what Rhian said was 
true... whether she sold Tedros out to save her own skin... . whether she 
switched sides after all... . 

“Watch out!” Aja cries. 

I wheel around and see bodies rushing the stage—leaders of the Woods, 
the strongest and most able, along with more guards from the castle and 
Camelot’s gates—who launch into battle in defense of Rhian. If they 


needed proof the school is a menace, its students terrorists, we’ve given it to 
them. The Ice Giant of Frostplains sweeps Agatha and Tedros into his ice- 
blue fists and catapults them at the stage, knocking Robin and the Sheriff 
down like bowling pins. Beneath the giant, Rhian struggles to his knees in 
the grass, the king’s face a mess of blood. 

Like a second wave, Hester, Anadil, and Dot hurtle at him, fingerglows 
ready, but the Ice Giant spins towards them, hoisting Hester’s demon up by 
a leg, poised to tear it apart. Hester blanches and stops short, Anadil and 
Dot too. The Ice Giant thrusts out a finger, magically freezing the witches 
into blocks of ice. He freezes the demon too, tossing it to the girls’ side. 

Rhian’s recovering now .. . limping towards Excalibur. . . . 

Onstage, the Fairy Queen of Gillikin slings off her crown, revealing a 
hive of whip-tailed fairies, who sting Robin and the Sheriff into submission 
before lifting them up and dropping them down the Sheriff’s own sack. 
Pirates tie up Beatrix, Reena, and Kiko’s skunk, while Hort lights up his 
fingerglow, about to morph into a man-wolf, only to be pummeled by the 
Elf King of Ladelflop, who shoves him to the ground next to Nicola, who 
he’s already bound. 

At the same time, I glimpse a pirate sword abandoned on the stage and 
duck to my knees, trying to cut myself loose— 

A flurry of goose feathers and sweaty weight crushes me. “Your thugs 
attack my castle and you think you’ll get away with it?” the Empress of 
Putsi bleats, squeezing my throat. 

“Rhian’s thugs... ,” I wheeze, but she isn’t listening, her face engorged 
red, her breath smelling of sausages. 

As she strangles me, I see the sword close and inch my fingers onto its 
hilt, but I can’t breathe with the Empress’s buttocks on my chest, her nails 
jamming my windpipe. I scrape the swordblade against the rope cuffing my 
hands. My lungs, already weakened, are collapsing now. My mind fogs 
black, my field of vision shrinks. . . . 

“You didn’t take Peeta into your school,” she boils. “Peeta, a real prince 
who would have challenged Tedros and warned us he was a fake! But you 
didn’t take him. Because you wanted to protect Tedros. Just like you’re 
protecting him now—” 

The rope breaks over my wrists. 

My eyes meet hers. “I didn’t take your son... because he’s...a... 
fool.” 


I stab a finger and shoot her off me with a blast of light, her shrieks 
resounding down the hill. 

I try to stand, but I’m still choking for air. Around me, our team is 
beaten back as dozens more pirates surge into battle. 

Where are they all coming from? 

The enchanted sack, I realize. 

Gillikin fairies are pulling them out from inside, biting their binds loose. 

The Sheriff must have caught these pirates into his sack, only to now 
have them used against us. 

One of these pirates—the captain, Kei—drags Robin and the Sheriff out 
of the Sheriff’s sack too, where they’d just been held by the fairies. Both are 
tied at their hands and feet, and the captain shoves them down onto the 
stage with the rest of our defeated team, where guards and leaders assail 
them and my students with weapons and fists. Attacked from all sides, they 
shrink into the middle of the stage, collapsing on top of each other like 
lambs mauled by wolves. Agatha and Tedros are the only ones still 
standing, swinging desperately at Rhian’s men—Agatha using the bag on 
her arm, Tedros brandishing his knuckles—but they’re both felled in 
seconds, crashing backwards onto the heap of bodies. Robin, the Sheriff, 
Guinevere, Hort, the witches, our entire fleet: they’re flailing on the ground, 
surrounded by the enemy, a pile of flesh being pounded into the stage. 

No one bothers with me, the frail shrew who can’t even get up. 

Then I see Rhian, stalking towards the stage, blood caking his face like 
a mask, the Ice Giant at his side. Rhian’s heading for my students, Agatha 
and Tedros in his crosshairs, Excalibur in his hands. 

I will myself to my knees, still dizzy. I have to save them. I have to save 
the king .. . the real king. ... 

But as I plant my hands on the stage’s planks, something glows through 
the gaps in the wood. 

Green eyes flashing like a stowaway cat’s. 

“Sophie,” I gasp. 

“Shhh! Is it over yet? Is Rhian dead?” 

“No, you spineless twit! We’re all about to die! You have to help us!” 

“I can’t! Robin left me a message! He said to make Rhian think I’m on 
his si—” 

She freezes. I do too. 


The Queen of Jaunt Jolie is gaping at us from behind the stage, 
watching me and Sophie conspire like friends instead of enemies. 

Sophie turns on me with fire. “You think you can trap me here under the 
stage while my king fights alone! You shriveled dragon! I’d rather die than 
abandon my love!” She raises a glowing finger and blasts me with a stun 
spell, shooting me backwards off the stage and crushing my flank against 
hard dirt. 

Sophie tried to soften the blow, but magic follows emotion and her fear 
made the spell worse. The pain is red-hot, as if I’ve been impaled by a 
firebolt. My ribs are cracked, my lungs cast in iron. I try to suck air into my 
throat, but my ears are ringing with a tone so high and strident that I can 
only grit my teeth. My spirit dims like a dying candle, my heartbeat 
slackens, as if this is the last my body can take, as if there’s no coming back 
from this. 

But I have to fight. No matter what it costs. 

I turn my head in the dirt and pry open my eyes, my head feeling like a 
melon that’s been dropped from a tower. Water clouds my vision and I 
blink, struggling to see what’s in front of me. 

The Queen of Jaunt Jolie is gone. 

But Rhian’s storming towards Tedros now, the prince exposed at the top 
of the prisoner pile, pirates bludgeoning him. Rhian hurls his guards aside 
and, with a snarl, swings Excalibur at his rival’s chest— 

Sophie crashes into Rhian, acting as if she’s been helplessly pushed in 
the mayhem, sending Rhian careening onto the mound of bodies. Pirates 
and leaders try to extricate the king from the pile, the Ice Giant leading the 
efforts, while Tedros, Agatha, Hort, Robin, and others try to wrest Rhian 
back, their only leverage against a sure death. 

Meanwhile, Sophie keeps throwing pirates aside so she can pretend to 
help Rhian, mewling “My king, my love!”, only to let go anytime she has a 
firm grip, dropping him back into the cesspool of bodies. More pirates 
trying to save the king get pulled into this hellpit, including the Ice Giant, 
who topples like a tree, smashing into the stage. Wooden planks shatter and 
the platform implodes, sending every last soul, friend and foe, plunging to 
the grass and rolling down the hill. Flying wood obliterates the frozen 
blocks with Hester, Anadil, Dot, and the demon, who slide out of the ice 
and plummet down the slope with the rest. As bodies pile up at the base of 
the hill like a human bonfire, those defending the king meld with the 


students defending the school, fists and limbs flying, screams rising up like 
a smoke cloud, until I haven’t the faintest clue who is who. 

Except one. 

A prince glowing in the sun, gold hair matted in sweat, blue eyes afire 
as he fights for his kingdom, his people, the way his father once did, a Lion 
amongst kings. 

Then it comes. 

The answer I’ve been waiting for. 

Floating out of my soul, like a pearl. 

Not an answer, but a spell. 

A spell that Yuba uses for his Glass Coffin challenge. A middling, 
magical gimmick, but now, as I watch Tedros fight, it comes to me like 
water in a desert. The spell pulses at my fingertips, demanding I intervene. 

I know the Storian’s rules. This is beyond a godmother’s work. This is 
changing the course of a fairy tale. 

But it must be done. 

I see everything that is about to happen, as if my mind’s eye is my real 
crystal ball. Yet there is no fear of what is to come. Only certainty that I’m 
on this field for a reason. That I came to Camelot to be here now. To do 
what I’m about to do. 

Down the hill, Agatha and Tedros crawl for Excalibur, orphaned in the 
dirt, their friends and the pirates locked in muddy free-for-all around them. 
Sophie is racing alongside Tedros to get to the sword too, but he sideswipes 
her, knocking her into Agatha, taking both girls down and slowing his own 
progress. He realizes his mistake. Rhian lunges from the other side of the 
sword, his hand clasping the hilt— 

I raise my shaking finger and with all the will I have left, I shoot a blast 
of white light into the sky, which rains down as sparkling dust, touching 
every friend and enemy, every pirate and prince and queen and witch, every 
single body on the battlefield, including mine. 

The war stops. 

No one moves. 

Because I’ve turned us all into Tedros. 

Fifty Tedroses, with the same bloodied mouth and black eye, the same 
shredded shirt, the same stunned expression. 

No one can tell who’s who. 

But I can. 


I know people’s hearts. 

And I also know that this spell will sustain for only a minute before we 
revert into our bodies. 

Some of the Tedroses stir with recognition. 

They remember this spell. 

They remember how long it lasts. 

Which is why they start to run. 

Hort, Hester, Nicola, Beatrix, Kiko . . . My former students too: 
Guinevere, Robin, the Sheriff . . . All my Tedroses sprint for the 
drawbridge, baffling the pirates and leaders, who don’t know whether to 
chase these Tedroses or escape with them. More of my Tedroses join the 
flight—Aja, Anadil, Dot, Valentina, Ravan, Mona—dashing for Camelot’s 
gates and the freedom of the Woods. 

Sophie is the last to run, dragged off by Robin, who she must recognize 
from his cap, because she doesn’t fight. She peeks back anxiously as if 
panicked by the thought of being free .. . of saving herself while leaving so 
many Tedroses behind. . . . 

Only two of my Tedroses don’t flee, looking just as dazed as the enemy 
Tedroses around them. The two Tedroses I knew wouldn’t run, not without 
finding each other first. 

I’m already on my feet, stumbling downhill, my broken body masked 
by Tedros’ form. 

Thirty seconds left. 

I push myself to run faster, even as I feel myself fading. I rush into the 
crowd of bewildered Tedroses and grab Agatha by her tattered shirt, the bag 
with my crystal still on her arm— 

“Tt’s me,” I whisper, hearing my voice as Tedros’, deep and assured. 

Agatha’s princely face softens. “Tedros?” she mouths. 

I clasp her arm tightly. “Spell breaks in twenty seconds. Get Dovey. 
Take her into the Woods. She”ll lead us to the Caves of Contempo. That's 
where Merlin is.” 

I can see the other Tedroses zeroing in on us. We’re the only ones 
talking. 

“What about you?” Agatha presses. 

“If we run together, Rhian and his men will know it's us. PII meet you 
at the old League hideout in one hour. Then we’ll go to the caves.” 

“I can’t leave you—” 


“You will if you want me to stay alive,” I say, my glare so sure it quiets 
her. “One hour. Go. Now.” 

“Which one is Dovey?” Agatha breathes. 

I point to the real Tedros. 

“That one,” I say, watching him claw out from under a pile of clones, 
scanning the field for his princess. “Get Dovey to the Woods. We need to 
rescue Merlin.” I reach for her bag, determined to get my crystal away from 
her. “Pl take this.” 

“No,” Agatha retorts, wrenching it back with more strength than I can 
challenge. Her steeliness burns through her prince’s blue eyes. “One hour or 
I’m coming back for you.” 

And then she’s running, diving for Tedros and seizing him by the wrist 
and dragging him towards the Woods, thinking it’s me. Tedros doesn’t 
resist, either because he knows it’s Agatha or because it happens too fast for 
him or anyone else to understand— 

But Rhian sees them. 

His Tedros knows exactly what’s happening. 

He won’t let them get away. 

His eyes fly to his sword on the ground. 

He bolts for Excalibur— 

I’m there first. 

I hold up King Arthur’s sword to the boy who claims to be his son, the 
boy who thinks he’s king, the boy who pulled this sword out of the stone 
and who I could kill by its tip. 

But I’ve only killed for one person in my life. 

A friend I still haven’t learned to live without. 

Rhian doesn’t deserve such a fate. 

I have other ways. 

“This is Tedros!” I declare to Rhian’s men around me, pointing 
Excalibur at the king. “This is the impostor! This is him!” 

An army of Tedroses converge on the king. 

Rhian backs up. “No... wait... he’s Tedros. He's him!” Then he gapes 
at me, his self-assurance cracking beneath Tedros’ facade. “But if you’re 
Tedros . . .” He looks back at Agatha and the prince, hurtling for the Woods. 
“Then who are—” 

“Get him!” I cry. 

“No!” Rhian screams. 


But it’s too late. The hyenas taste blood. His men besiege him. 

I sink to my knees, Excalibur spilling out of my hands into the grass, 
my body drained of life despite its veneer of youth. Inside, my lungs wither. 
My heart falters. My eyes cloud as if I’m already far away. 

As Rhian is crushed beneath his own mob, I look back at my two 
Tedroses, helping each other over the gatehouse wall that separates the 
castle from the Woods. 

Suddenly they freeze, as if something in their touch has given it away. 
Agatha stares at the real Tedros in horror before she spins to me, the Tedros 
who tricked her, left behind on the battlefield— 

The ground shudders, followed by the echo of hooves. 

A dark horse streaks across the hill like a specter. 

Its rider is blacked out by the sun as he crushes through the Tedroses 
assailing the king, shattering their bones and spraying them aside, before he 
swings off his saddle and sweeps the broken Tedros into his hands. 

Crouched over the king, the shadow touches Rhian, as if he knows who 
he is beneath Tedros’ face. His fingers run along Rhian’s bruised, bloodied 
chest, feeling it rise and fall, alive with breath. 

Gently, he lays the king down. 

Then his cool blue eyes find me like sapphires in a cave. 

He moves quickly, a black fog, like Death itself. 

As he stands over me, his face comes into focus. 

Japeth bares his teeth, his cheeks flecked with Rhian’s blood, his fists 
gnarled with murder. 

He pulls Excalibur out of the grass, my princely face reflected in its 
steel. 

Behind him, I see my two Tedroses sprinting to save me— 

I give them a smile. 

A smile that tells them I’m at peace. 

This is what I’ve chosen. 

This is what I want. 

They run faster, harder towards me. But it’s too late. 

“Little boy who thinks he’s a man. Little boy who thinks he’s a king,” 
Japeth seethes at me. “You tried to kill the one I love and now look at you. 
On your knees, bowing down to my brother. Bowing down to the real 
king.” 

I turn my smile on Japeth. 


“No Snake will ever be king,” I vow. 

He puts his face to mine. “Long live Tedros.” 

With a roar, the Snake swings the sword for my neck. 

I look boldly into his eyes, reverting to my true form. 

His eyes flare in shock as the blade hits— 

I shatter to a million crystals, spraying into the air, each filling up with a 
youth I’ve never known before they disperse, like seeds that will grow in a 
new time. 

What’s left of me rises like a mist, filling in stronger, deeper than ever 
before, higher, higher, the colors growing more vibrant around me like an 
aurora, until I’m awash in a swirl of celestial glow. .. . 

And then, as I look up, I see someone waiting. 

Someone who’s waited patiently for me all this time. 

Just a little bit higher. 

There is no fear of flying. No temptation to turn back. 

I lift into the light, my soul laid bare, as Leonora Lesso bends down and 
wraps me in her arms like the wings of a swan. 
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AGATHA 
The Only Safe Place in the Woods 


Two Tedroses jumped over the gatehouse wall, throttling for the Woods 
beyond the castle. 

“Hurry!” the real Tedros panted, dragging his clone past the gatehouse, 
emptied of guards, who were still on the battlefield. 





Tears streamed down Agatha’s cheeks as she hugged the Dean’s bag to 
her muscled flank, her thick thighs and broad shoulders hampering her run. 
Blood and welts streaked their bare chests, though her prince looked far 
worse. A strange deja vu seeped into Agatha’s grief, as if she’d lived this 
scene before— 

All at once, the spell broke and she melted back into her own body, her 
tattered dress reappearing with a borrowed swan crest, her shoulders 
smaller, her legs more nimble. 

But the crush of emotions was still the same. 

“Dovey...,” she choked. “Tedros ...she's...she's...” 


“I know,” he said, his voice rigid. He pulled her into the Woods, past the 
first line of trees, raining waves of red and yellow leaves. She could hear 
his heavy grunts, every part of his body wrecked. The only solace was that 
they’d left Rhian in far worse shape. Brambles hooked onto her dress and 
Tedros’ breeches, their shoes slipping on heaps of dead autumn fronds. 

Alarm bells pealed from Camelot’s belfry, followed by a stampede of 
hooves. 

“Run faster!” Tedros barked, his cheeks blotched red. 

Agatha knew his anger wasn’t for her. His anger was pain. His anger 
was guilt. The Snake had killed his best friend, his knight, and now his 
Dean, and Tedros had been powerless to stop him. He’d tried to save 
Dovey. Agatha had too. But Dovey hadn’t intended to be saved. 

Even so, they hadn’t gotten away scot-free. 

Japeth had seen the two Tedroses lunge for the Dean as she fell. 

He’d known it was Agatha and her prince from the way they’d tried to 
save her... from the horror on their faces. . . . 

Now the Snake and his men were coming for them. 

“We can’t outrun horses,” Agatha fought, resisting Tedros’ pull. “We 
need to hide!” 

Hooves echoed over the drawbridge. They’d be here any second— 

Agatha saw a steep downslope to the east, blanketed in fallen leaves. 
She wrenched Tedros towards it, who gleaned her plan, dashing for the hill 
and yanking Agatha behind him. Light faded around them, the treetops 
blocking out the sun. 

Chasing her prince in the dark, Agatha felt despair overwhelm her. 

Professor Dovey was dead. 

Her fairy godmother. 

The Dean who’d known Agatha was Good before she herself ever did. 
The voice that had lifted her from the darkness when she had no hope. 

Dovey had given her life to let them survive. To let them fix this story 
and find its real end. 

Just like Agatha’s mother had, once upon a time. 

All those she’d looked to as family: Callis, Professor Sader, Professor 
Dovey ... One by one, they’d been felled by her story. 

But not without purpose. 

The thought hit Agatha like a wind to a sail, propelling her forward, 
even as the tears fell. 


Dovey had sacrificed herself to save her students. 

To save Camelot’s true king. 

To save the Woods. 

She’d known her body was weak, her time coming to an end. She’d 
known that Agatha would rise in her place. That her ward would never rest 
until the real Lion was returned to the throne. 

Agatha’s tears burned to fire. 

Professor Dovey had known her too well. 

Horses crashed into the Woods, their legs trampling leaves with staccato 
crackles. Agatha glanced back at a cavalry of men wielding torches and 
swords— 

“There they are!” the King of Foxwood cried. 

Horses veered in Agatha’s direction, their riders’ blades shining. 

“Come on!” she gritted, surging ahead of Tedros and dragging him the 
way he’d dragged her, the hill ten yards ahead. Startled by her strength, 
Tedros tripped, losing his balance as the riders closed in, swords raised— 

Agatha grabbed him by the waist and threw him off the slope, Dovey’s 
bag cinched under her arm as she and her prince tumbled together, sucking 
in screams, before landing hard in a dune of dead leaves. Agatha hugged 
Tedros’ sweat-soaked body, towing him beneath the red and gold pile, their 
bloodied skin camouflaged— 

Horses soared over them, riders flashing torches like spotlights, before 
the steeds slammed down and galloped into the darkness. 

The Woods went quiet. 

For a long while, neither of them moved, their breaths puffing leaves 
into the air. Agatha clung to Tedros, her face in his neck, smelling that hot, 
minty scent her body knew so well. Wet blood dampened her arm and she 
couldn’t tell if it was hers or his. Slowly her breaths deepened, her nose to 
his skin, with every inhale remembering that she was still alive and so was 
her prince. Tedros’ arm slid around her. She spooned closer, her hand 
tracing his stubbled chin and down to the cuts on his neck where the 
executioner had measured his blow. His throat quivered beneath her palm, 
tears pearling at his eyes. 

“I love you,” he whispered. 

She kissed his bottom lip. “I love you too.” 

There was nothing else to say. They were together now. And despite 
everything that had happened, to be together even for a moment was an 


ember of light in the ashes. 
Then she remembered something, so sharply it knocked the air out of 





her 

“Dovey told me where he is!” 

“Who's he?” Tedros murmured. 

“Merlin! She told me when she pretended to be you!” 

Tedros jolted up. “Where is he?” 

“The Caves of Contempo! We have to find him!” 

“Caves of Contempo? Agatha, that’s thousands of miles away! Past the 
frostplains, past the desert, past the man-eating hills. . . . It’s a walled-off 
island in a poisonous ocean. We can’t get to the caves, let alone inside them, 
and especially not with a million people hunting us!” 

Agatha’s hope withered. “But...” 

A branch snapped. 

Tedros launched out of the leaves, sweeping his gold fingerglow across 
the trees. “Who’s there?” 

Agatha leapt next to him, her glow lit. 

A shadow stirred behind a tree. 

“Make one move and PII kill you!” Agatha spat. 

“Oh, I doubt that,” the shadow replied smoothly, prowling into the open. 
“Because we both know Pd kill you first.” 

A glow sparked in the dark, pink and hot as a sunset. 

“And I really don’t want to kill you after we’ve come all this way,” said 
Sophie. 

She grinned at Agatha. 

Agatha gasped and ran towards her, Sophie practically buckling from 
the force of her embrace. 

“I didn’t think I would ever see you again... ,” Sophie breathed. “You 
don’t know what I’ve been through . . .” 

“Never again,” Agatha whispered. “Never again will we be apart. Swear 
to me.” 

“I swear,” Sophie said back. 

They held each other closer, welling tears at the same time. 

Sophie pulled away. “And Dovey?” 

Agatha shook her head. A sob choked out of her. 

Sophie’s face lost its blood. “To let you get away.” 

Agatha nodded. 


Her friend wiped her eyes with her ruffly white dress. “I knew. She was 
the only one who could have cast that spell. And when you three didn’t 
show up in the Woods, I knew she’d stayed to help you. . . that she’d do 
what she had to for you to be free. That's why I came back .. . to find 
you... to find her. .. .” She looked at the bag on Agatha’s arm. “That 
crystal must have weakened her more than we thought. She was dying and I 
think she knew.” Sophie sniffled, tears lit pink by her glow. “She used every 
last drop of her life to save us.” 

“Dovey told me where Merlin is,” Agatha said, composing herself. “But 
there’s no way to get there. At least not yet. We need to find the others and 
search for a new hideout. Somewhere we can plot our next move. Last I 
saw, Robin was pulling you into the Woods. Where is he? Where are Robin 
and Guinevere and—” 

But now Sophie was watching Tedros. The prince hadn’t moved from 
the base of the hill, his arms folded over his bare chest. 

“Hello, Teddy,” said Sophie. “Strange saying that when just a moment 
ago I was you.” 

Tedros’ eyes flashed like cut gems. “Now you come crawling back? 
After everything you said about me to that monster? That I’m a rot at 
Camelot’s core? That I should die?” 

Sophie’s lips pressed into a line. “I’m here, aren’t I?” 

“Yeah, but whose side are you on?” Tedros spewed back. 

Agatha turned on her prince. “Sophie pretended to be on Rhian’s side. 
She said what she had to so he wouldn’t suspect anything—” 

“Don’t bother, Aggie,” Sophie said starkly. “A Dean is dead, his Dean, 
and he’s thinking about himself as usual. And they say I’m Evil. I dove into 
that battle to save him. I stayed behind after the jailbreak to save him. I 
endured two monsters to save him, one of whom sucked my blood, and here 
he is, questioning my loyalty.” 

“You don’t think I mourn for Dovey? You don’t think I feel responsible? 
Don’t you dare make this about her!” Tedros retorted. “This is about the 
fact that no matter how Good you play, I still don’t trust you, not with the 
things you said about me and not when you had a chance to free me from 
the dungeons and you freed Hort instead!” 

“Freeing you would have led to you dying even faster than you almost 
did, you rock-brained oaf!” Sophie hissed. 

Tedros looked confused. He stood up straighter. 


“Then tell me it was all a lie,” he insisted. “Everything you said about 
me to Rhian.” 

Sophie gazed at him keenly . . . then walked away. “I don’t even 
remember what I said, to be honest. I was too focused on keeping you and 
your princess alive. But if you’re this touchy, then there must have been a 
kernel of truth in it. Hurry, Aggie, before Rhian’s men hear this buffoon 
shouting and come and kill us all. We still have miles to go and they’re 
waiting for us.” 

“They?” Agatha asked. “Who’s they?” 

Sophie didn’t answer. 

Agatha hurried after her, leaving Tedros by the hill, still scowling. 

She knew she should wait for him, that she should be the peacemaker 
between her friend and prince like always, but Agatha was already latching 
onto Sophie’s arm, the two of them whispering and cuddling as if they’d 
never been apart. Sophie brushed the hair out of her best friend’s face and 
smiled brilliantly at her, two girls forging through a dark wood. 

It wasn’t long before they heard Tedros’ footsteps behind them. 


“WHERE ARE WE going?” Agatha badgered. 

“The only place in the Woods where we can be safe,” Sophie replied, 
her voice low. “I need you to tell me everything that happened after you 
escaped.” 

Agatha thought they might be headed for the old League of Thirteen 
hideout, just like Professor Dovey urged, but then she remembered the 
League had disbanded and their den was nowhere near Camelot. Dovey had 
just wanted her and Tedros to get as far away as possible before the spell 
broke. 

“Is your safe place the school?” Agatha nudged. “Because that’s the 
first spot Rhian will look for us—” 

“No,” said Sophie tersely. “Now answer my question.” 

“Let me see your Quest Map. It’ ll show me where everyone is.” 

“No, it won't,” said Sophie, pointing at the swan crest on Agatha’s 
dress. “Not as long as it thinks you and the others are first years. When 
Robin and I escaped together, he told me you switched crests to fool the 
Snake’s map.” 

“But his map will still show you and Tedros! You two don’t have crests! 
That means Rhian can still see you! He can find us, wherever you’re taking 


us! There is no safe place in the Woods —” 

“Aggie, do you trust me?” Sophie said. 

“Of course —” 

“Then stop changing the subject. Have you learned anything new about 
Rhian and Japeth?” 

Agatha’s chest tightened. She needed to know what had happened to 
Robin, the Sheriff, and the rest of their team. She needed to know how she 
could possibly elude Rhian, with his map tracking her and Tedros’ every 
move.... 

But Sophie’s stare was unyielding. 

Agatha took a deep breath. 

She told Sophie what she’d read in Sader’s book while Sophie told her 
what she’d endured at Rhian’s side, Agatha peeking back every so often at 
her prince. They moved stealthily, three silhouettes against the forest, taking 
cover at any sound of horses, but never seeing them appear. Agatha’s gut 
gnarled with hunger and she needed water, but Sophie distracted her with 
more questions. 

“So you’re telling me that if a hundred rulers destroy their rings, Rhian 
will claim the Storian’s powers,” Sophie prompted. “Lionsmane will 
become the new Storian. Anything Rhian writes with it will come true, no 
matter how Evil. He can kill me with a penstroke. He can kill all of us. 
He’ ll be invincible.” 

“That’s what Sader’s prophecy says,” Agatha replied. 

“But plenty of leaders still have their rings,” said Sophie. “They 
challenged Rhian at the Council meeting. Not everyone is ready to declare 
war on the school.” 

“After what we just did on the battlefield, that may change,” Agatha 
muttered. 

“Wait a second . . . Robin had a ring!” Sophie exclaimed. “At the 
meeting. He flashed it at me. That means we’re safe. He’d never burn it!” 

“Must have been a fake or you saw wrong. Sherwood Forest isn’t an 
official kingdom,” Agatha dismissed. “First-year geography test in Sader’s 
class, remember? Robin can’t have a ring.” 

“But I swear I...” Sophie deflated, doubting her memory. “So there’s 
no one we can count on? No leader who will hold the line?” 

Agatha gave her an empty look. 


“How badly was Rhian beaten by his men?” Sophie asked, trying to 
sound hopeful. “There were a lot of them. Maybe he's...” 

“Snakes don’t die that easy,” said Agatha. “Speaking of snakes: you 
said Japeth used you for your blood. Your blood heals him, but not Rhian?” 

Sophie shook her head. 

“But they’re twins,” said Agatha. “How can you heal one and not the 
other?” 

“The more important question is what they’ll do with the Storian’s 
powers if they get them,” said Sophie. “I heard Rhian say there’s something 
specific Japeth wants. Something they both want. And it can only happen 
when the last ring is destroyed.” 

Her eyes widened. “Wait. Rhian said something to me. The night I had 
dinner with him. That the day would come when the One True King would 
rule forever. That it would come sooner than I thought. That our wedding 
would bring everyone together.” 

“Your wedding?” said Agatha. 

“He said it to the Mistral Sisters too. That they had to keep the 
kingdoms on his side until the wedding.” Sophie paused. “So I must be part 
of this also. Whatever Rhian’s planning to do with the Storian’s powers... 
He needs me as his queen.” 

Agatha mulled this over. “And he said a ‘pen’ picked you?” 

Sophie nodded. “Doesn’t make the slightest sense.” 

“More riddles,” Agatha agreed. “But if Rhian needs you for his plan, 
one thing’s for sure.” She looked at her best friend. “He’s coming for you.” 

Sophie paled. 

They didn’t speak for a moment. 

“No Dovey. No Lesso. No way to Merlin... ,” said Agatha finally, 
almost to herself. “We need help, Sophie.” 

“Almost there,” said Sophie vaguely. 

Agatha peered at her. “You smell funny. Like you rolled around in dirt.” 

If Agatha expected a retort, it didn’t come. Instead Sophie just sighed. 

Agatha glanced back at Tedros, head bowed, listening to everything the 
girls had endured while he was in prison. Without a shirt, he trembled as a 
cold gust knifed through, his pained breaths thinning. . . . 

An arm draped across his bruised back and he looked up as Agatha 
pulled him into her warmth. Then Sophie flanked Tedros from the other 
side, cozying him into her dress. 


Tedros didn’t resist, as if what he’d heard of their travails had humbled 
him. 

Little by little, his body stopped shivering as the two girls sheltered him 
the rest of the way. 

“The Storian has to survive. The Woods have to survive,” Tedros said 
finally. “And the only way it’ll survive is if I take back my throne. Rhian 
won't rest until every last ring is destroyed. I have to stop him myself. I 
have to defeat him once and for all.” 

“Tedros, you can barely walk,” said Agatha. “You have no sword, no 
support in the Woods, and no way to get near Rhian without his brother or 
his men killing you first. You don’t even have a shirt. Right now, we need a 
place to hide—” 

“And here we are,” said Sophie, stopping suddenly. 

She stood over a tree stump swarming with fireflies, blinking orange in 
the dark. 

“This is it,” she said, relieved. “Only place in the Woods we”ll be safe.” 

Agatha peered at the stump. “Um.” 

Horses thundered somewhere nearby, this time layered with voices. 

“You’re joking, I hope,” said Tedros. “This was the old Gnomeland 
station for the Flowerground, when gnomes still had their home in Camelot. 
They disappeared after my father banished magic from the kingdom. Trains 
don’t even run here anymore—” 

He scrunched up his nose. 

Agatha smelled it too: a familiar smoky scent, like the earthiest tea. 
Before she could place it, something peeped out of the stump, lit by the 
fireflies, staring right at her. 

A turnip. 

Or rather an upside-down turnip, with two blinking eyes and a mouth 
shaped like an O. 

“Did you say gnomes?” asked the turnip. “No gnomes here. That would 
be illegal. No gnomes allowed in Camelot. But vegetables? Vegetables are 
definitely allowed. So kindly go on your way and—” 

“Teapea,” said Sophie. 

The turnip’s eyes darted to her. “Excuse me?” 

“Teapea,” she repeated. 

“Well, then,” said the turnip, clearing his throat. 


He ducked out of sight and the top of the stump opened like a lid, 
revealing a wide hole. 

The sound of horses grew louder. 

“Follow me,” said Sophie. 

She put one foot on the edge of the stump and leapt inside. 

Agatha looked back through the trees: a sea of torches rushed towards 
her atop sprinting stallions. Tedros was already lunging for the stump, 
pulling his princess in behind him— 

Agatha careened headfirst through darkness and the top of the stump 
snapped shut above her. Clinging to her prince’s hand, she plummeted until 
she couldn’t hold him any longer and they ripped apart, twisting in free fall 
like sands through an hourglass. Then Agatha’s foot snagged onto 
something and her pace slowed, her body floating like she’d lost gravity. 

Tedros’ gold glow illuminated, lighting up his own floating form. 
Agatha sparked her glow and cast it around them. 

A lush green vine was caught around Tedros’ waist like a lasso, another 
around Agatha’s foot, drifting the prince and princess down through an 
abandoned Flowerground station, the carcasses of dead trains piled against 
the walls. Flowercars, once brilliant with the color of their respective lines, 
had rotted brown, molting petals and leaves into the hollow. A decayed 
stench stung Agatha’s nostrils, cobwebs stringing onto her ears and legs. 
The vines around her and Tedros seemed like the only things still alive. An 
old, faded sign lay broken in the wreckage: 





The vines towing Agatha and Tedros lit up with luminous glow, their 
green surfaces crackling with electric current, before they tightened around 
the prince and princess like safety belts... . 

And started dropping them faster. 

Agatha squinted down for Sophie, but all she saw was the bottom of the 
pit rising. The vines unraveled like anchors, spinning the prince and 


princess towards hard, dark soil. Before Agatha or Tedros could react, the 
vines let go entirely. 

“Tedros!” Agatha screamed. 

“ Ahhhhhh!” Tedros yelled. 

They crashed into the earth, straight through to the other side, where 
they landed in the back of a rickshaw cart, Agatha in Tedros’ lap, Sophie 
scrunched beside them. 

“Now you know why I smell like dirt,” Sophie said. 

“This the rest of ’em?” piped a sprightly voice. 

Agatha and Tedros looked up at a young gnome perched on a bicycle 
attached to the bright orange rickshaw, his eyes on Sophie. He had dark, 
ruddy skin, a sparkly, cone-shaped blue hat, and a spiffy matching suit. 

“Thought ya said there’d be three more comin’,” said the gnome. 

Sophie swallowed. “No. This is it.” 

“Good. Can’t keep the king waiting!” the gnome said, reaching back 
and handing Sophie a fold of fabric. “Kindly fasten your snakeskin.” 

Sophie unfurled a blanket of transparent scales and draped it over her 
and her friends’ heads. Its cold, waxy surface crinkled against Agatha’s 
cheeks and the bag on her arm. 

“That’ll keep you invisible till we get to the king’s palace. Can't have 
anyone seein’ ya on the way or you’re dead, dead, dead,” said the gnome, 
pedaling onto a lone track in the dark, which reminded Agatha of the roller 
coaster at the Gavaldon fair. “Non-gnomes are banned in Gnomeland, ever 
since King Arthur expelled us. Any gnome catches ya and they have full 
right to put a knife through your eye. A squirrel wandered in the other day 
and got barbecued for Friday Feast.” 

Sophie yanked more of the snakeskin to her side. 

“King Teapea sent me to fetch ya,” the gnome prattled. “Teapea letting 
humans hide in Gnomeland?” He whistled skeptically. “Either he wants 
somethin’ from ya or he’ll kill ya to warn any other non-gnomes who get 
too close. Don’t think ya have anything to worry about, though. It’s not like 
you’re King Arthur’s family or anything.” 

Agatha’s and Sophie’s eyes shot to Tedros. 

Tedros slid deeper under the snakeskin. 

“To be honest, I didn’t even know the king was home,” the gnome 
rambled obliviously. “Comes and goes without warning, often for months at 
a time. But then I get word from the palace that there’s humans roaming 


near the stump, lookin’ for a hiding place, and I’m to bring them to him.” 
He pedaled faster, approaching a steep drop— 

“Met the blond one before when I found her with the Sheriff’s group. 
Then she went back to look for you two,” he said to Agatha and Tedros, 
gesturing at Sophie. “Meanwhile, I took the Sheriff’s group to the palace. 
Sheriff crammed all his friends in that enchanted sack of his. Stuffed it in 
the back seat and none of the gnomes had a clue. You three, on the other 
hand, stick out like a hog in a henhouse, so keep your arms and legs in. This 
thing ain’t meant for humans!” He hurtled down the dip, sending the 
snakeskin flying before Agatha and Sophie grabbed it down. The gnome 
tore around a curve, knocking Agatha aside and whacking Dovey’s ball into 
Tedros, who almost fell out of the cart. 

The gnome glanced at his passengers. “Should have introduced myself. 
I’m Subramanyam, page boy of Crown Royal Regis Teapea, king 
commander of Gnomeland. Well, not always page boy.” In a puff of dust, he 
morphed into a girl gnome. “Get to choose if Pll be a boy or a girl forever 
on my thirteenth birthday. I’m thinking I want to be a boy, because most of 
my friends are choosing to be girls, so. . . .” He turned into a boy and 
grinned at his passengers. “Bet you’re jealous we gnomes can do that.” 

“Not really,” said Sophie, Agatha, and Tedros at once. 

“Just call me Subby,” said Subramanyam, turning around and pedaling 
hard. “Don’t worry: whoever’s chasin’ ya can’t track you here, no matter 
what kinda magic they got. Can’t find a kingdom if ya don’t know it exists! 
Best view in Gnomeland is coming up on the right. It’s rush hour, though— 
stay under that skin!” 

Agatha looked over the side of the cart and clutched Tedros’ leg in 
surprise. 

A colossal, swirling course of tracks funneled miles down into the 
depths of the earth, with hundreds of bright orange rickshaws and bicycles 
speeding through various dips and climbs, shuttling gnomes who honked 
their horns loudly, the horns mimicking cat meows. In the center of this 
meowing, madcap highway lay Gnome City: a massive neon metropolis 
held together by luminescent green vines, which not only strung all the 
gnome-sized buildings and cottages and towers in a giant pulley-system, but 
also seemed to power them like electric circuits. 

Subby streaked into the traffic jam, veering up onto the edges of the 
track to bypass bicyclists and rickshaws piled with gnomes, angry meows 


blasting at him from every direction. Spiraling down through downtown 
Gnome City, they passed restaurants (Petite Pete’s Puny Eats, The Elvish 
Maiden, Num Num Gnome), shops (Gnome Garden Grocery, Teeny Tots 
Daycare, The Beard Brothers’ Barbershop), as well as the Slight & Mighty 
Gym, Smallview General Hospital, and the Fun Puddle, a pint-sized 
waterpark with slides so steep that a baby gnome rocketed off one, bounced 
onto the highway, ricocheted off their rickshaw, and landed in the lap of the 
driver next to them. 

Every dwelling and edifice flashed the same sign—NON-GNOMES 
WILL BE KILLED—along with an icon painted in the corner, the official 
emblem of Gnomeland: 


C.R.R. 


TEAPEA 





This same pawprint dominated the marquee of the Musée de Gnome, 
hosting the exhibition “The Golden Age of Teapea” with a long line of 
gnomes hanging off its vine, waiting to get in. Meanwhile, at the Temple of 
Teapea, pious gnomes raised their hands as a priestess gnome stamped their 
foreheads with a gold-dust paw. Signs pointed off vines to “Teapea Way,” 
“Teapea Court,” “Teapea Drive,” “Teapea Park,” and everywhere Agatha 
looked, gnomes greeted each other with smiles, raising their hands like 
paws, chiming “Blessed Be Teapea!” 

Sophie whispered: “Whoever this Teapea is, he’s a dictator.” 


“Says the girl who redecorated the School for Evil with murals of 
herself,” Agatha replied. 

Sophie pretended not to hear. 

Down below, the king’s palace came into view, shimmering bright blue 
against its vines like a fluorescent fortress, flanked at each corner by 
candlelit minarets. Gnome guards with sparkly blue hats like Subby’s were 
perched on floating lily pads outside the royal gates, wielding scimitars 
bigger than their own heads. 

But now the rickshaw was passing more wonders: a schoolhouse filled 
with itty-bitty gnomes learning the ancient history of Gnomeland ... an 
open-air theater playing a matinee of If I'd Only Gnome! . . . a putt-putt 
course extending vertically down a vine, with golfing gnomes in gravity 
boots anchored to the greens . . . and the headquarters of the Small Print 
News, printing their latest edition: “FATIMA WINS GNOMELAND 
SPELLING BEE! WINNING WORD: ‘BOUILLABAISE’!” 

Agatha was so entranced that she’d forgotten everything they’d left 
behind. 

“Totally in their own world,” Tedros murmured. “Like they have no 
clue what’s happening above ground.” 

“We don’t,” Subby chipped in. “After Arthur banished us, King Teapea 
said it was a blessing and made us build an underground colony. Some 
uppity gnomes stayed behind on land—hear one’s even a teacher at that 
famous school—but the rest of us stuck with Teapea and cut ourselves off 
from all that happens up there. Not to be rude, but you humans think the 
Woods revolves around you. You divide up your land, create false borders, 
only to start fights, and before ya know it, you’re declaring war on your 
own friends and brothers. Joke’s on you, though. Not a single gnome has 
been bothered to use the Human World Observatory in the Musée de 
Gnome and see what’s goin’ on up in your Woods. Had to close the exhibit 
"cause we couldn't care less. Imagine that. Gnomes who used to be your 
best allies, no longer the slightest bit interested in whether you live or die. 
And now that you know the secret of where we moved, not sure Teapea will 
let ya leave alive.” Subby giggled. “Ah, here we are... .” 

The royal gnome guards glared at Subby, scimitars gleaming, their eyes 
roving across Agatha and her friends, clearly seeing them beneath the 
snakeskin. They waved in the rickshaw and Subby pedaled onto a gold- 


paved track, approaching the blue-lit palace, the only structure in 
Gnomeland big enough to fit a full-sized human. 

Nerves fluttered through Agatha’s stomach, a reminder that she wasn’t 
here as a tourist. Above ground, the whole Woods was hunting her and her 
friends. Now she was depending on a strange king’s mercy to keep them 
safe. A king who despised her entire kind. 

Two guards held open the palace doors as Subby wheeled inside. “You 
can take off your snakeskin,” he said, coming to a stop. 

Sophie was already fumbling from under the covering and ogling the 
opulent foyer, lined with blue-stone arches. Agatha climbed out of the 
rickshaw and inspected the stone closer, as thin drips of molten lava 
crisscrossed its surface, the lava switching directions at will, occasionally 
erupting in detonations of red smoke. Beneath her feet, blue stone sparkled 
with red glitterdust, rippling in paw patterns across the floor like 
constellations in a night sky. 

Three lily pads floated from around a corner, topped with tall glasses of 
golden-rose milk and coconut cookies, which Agatha, Tedros, and Sophie 
devoured, the tangy drink mixing in their mouths with sweet coconut 
crumbles, before the milk and cookies magically replenished. Three more 
lily pads arrived with hot, peppermint-scented towels, which they used to 
wipe the dirt off their faces, along with a last lily pad toting a fresh shirt for 
Tedros. 

“If this is our hideout, I don’t see the need to go back above ground,” 
Sophie quipped. 

“Happy to leave you while this ‘rot’ returns to win his throne,” said 
Tedros, putting on the shirt. 

“The ‘rot’? can’t win anything without my help, so the ‘rot’ should kiss 
my feet,” said Sophie. 

“Kissed you once and it was terrible,” said Tedros. 

That shut Sophie up. 

“You two deserve each other,” said Agatha. 

That shut Tedros up too. 

Subby’s voice echoed: “This is where I leave ya.” 

All three turned to see the young gnome posed in front of a door at the 
end of the hall. He opened it, revealing a blue waterfall cascading over the 
threshold like a curtain, the water flowing up once it hit bottom, before 
raining down again. 


“Go on, then,” said Subby, nodding at the waterfall. “Kept the king 
waiting long enough.” 

Sophie humphed, as if she had no intention of getting wet, but Agatha 
was hugging Dovey’s bag tighter and moving towards the door, her prince 
at her side. 

“Think he’ll help us? King Teapea?” Agatha asked Tedros, pausing at 
the waterfall. 

Tedros’ face clouded with doubt, no longer the boy who thought he 
could win this alone. “He has to.” 

They held hands and looked back at Subby. 

“Good luck to ya,” the gnome winked. 

Agatha and Tedros leapt into the water and came out the other side, with 
Sophie bounding in after them, dress soaked, hair ragged, splashing her 
glass of milk: “Eeeee, Pm wet! Pm wet! I’’m... wait a second...” She 
gawked at Agatha and Tedros, completely dry. Then she followed her 
friends’ eyes. 

A throne room made of velvet sprawled before them, with the walls, the 
floor, the ceiling blanketed in the same soft, midnight-blue fabric. The 
velvet on the walls was separated into panels, the columns between panels 
filled with glowing fireflies, which marched up and down in strict order like 
sentinels. A gold throne, big enough for a giant, lay at the front of the room, 
spotlit by a chandelier forged out of more fireflies, the words “C. R. R. 
TEAPEA” carved into the throne’s head. 

On the floor in front of the throne sat a full audience, their attention 
craned towards the three intruders. 


Agatha exhaled. 
Everyone was here: Hester, Anadil, Dot, Hort, Nicola, Robin, 
Guinevere, the Sheriff, and more . . . all her friends, who’d escaped from 


the battle at Camelot, now safe in Gnomeland.... 

But not just them. 

Those she’d left at school had also somehow made it to Teapea’s palace: 
Professor Anemone, Professor Manley, Professor Sheeks, Princess Uma, 
Yuba, Castor, and all the first-year Evers and Nevers, quietly packed in on 
the floor. 

They looked at Agatha, Sophie, and Tedros expectantly, then at the 
door, waiting for the Dean of Good to come through. 

Then they saw Agatha’s face. 


And they knew. 

“Wherever Dovey is, she’s in peace now,” Robin Hood said to Agatha. 
“She would have been proud of you.” 

Agatha met his eyes, holding down her grief. 

But now her friends and teachers were on top of her, wrapping her in 
their arms, one after the other. 

“I prayed you were still alive,” Hester said breathlessly, unable to mask 
her emotion. “Dovey must have heard my wish. A fairy godmother until the 
end.” 

“We love you, Agatha,” Kiko gushed. 

“Even me, who doesn’t really like you,” said Hort. 

Nicola shunted him aside, joining the hug. “We’d still be in the 
dungeons if it wasn’t for you.” 

“Tt wasn’t just me,” said Agatha sheepishly. “All of us played a part.” 

She glanced at Tedros and Sophie, who were being smothered with their 
own hugs (Sophie was taking her time with the handsome Everboys). 

Soon the buzz settled and everyone drifted to their seats again, huddled 
close, like a big, unlikely family. Even Agatha managed to feel some relief. 
They were together now. All of them. There was no one left to save. 

But soon the seeds of fear bloomed once more. 

Sophie was sitting next to Robin: “I could have sworn you had a ring at 
the meeting. Only now you’re not wearing one.” 

“Wasn’t my ring to wear,” Robin piped. 

Sophie frowned. “But—” 

Agatha squished between them. “What do we do now, Robin? The 
whole Woods is hunting us. How do we fight back?” 

“That’s why we’re here,” said the Sheriff of Nottingham, seated behind. 

“To ask King Teapea for help,” said Guinevere, with the Sheriff. 

“Wait a second. How did you and Robin get to Camelot in the first 
place? How did you have your sack?” Tedros asked the Sheriff as he sat 
with his mother. “That sack was destroyed! The Snake ripped it to shreds 
after he escaped the Sheriff’s jail—” 

“Can’t destroy a magic sack,” the Sheriff grouched, holding up the 
stitched-up bag. “Snake made the mistake of leaving the pieces of it behind. 
And Dot’s mother is the best tailor in the Woods.” 

“My mother?” Dot called, poking her head from the back like a mole. 
“My mother died when I was a baby!” 


Robin gave the Sheriff a look. “Course she did!” the Sheriff called 
back. 

Dot frowned. “Then how could she stitch up the—” 

The Sheriff barreled on: “Sack divides friends from foes, so I used it to 
catch pirates and keep them trapped while getting our crew from place to 
place. Well, until those fairies let the pirates free during the battle. Must 
have smelled ’em in there.” 

“Given how you smell, surprised they didn’t set you free with ’em,” 
Robin quipped. 

“Hold on.” Agatha frowned at Robin. “You told me that you and the 
Merry Men wouldn’t help me. And you and the Sheriff hate each other. 
How did you get here?” 

“Tedros’ mum has the answer to that,” said Robin. 

“Actually, Sophie does,” said Guinevere. 

“I do?” Sophie said, wringing out her hair into her empty milk glass. 

“That night, when you had dinner with Rhian, you kicked me under the 
table,” the old queen explained. “You said Tedros was on his own. That you 
weren’t Tedros’ mother. You were challenging me. Right there in front of 
that monster. You pushed me to keep fighting, even if it seemed impossible. 
Yet I had no way to send word out of Camelot, not with that scim on my 
face. But outside the queen’s chamber is a tree with songbirds that I used to 
feed every day. In return, they acted as my little spies, singing louder 
whenever it was safe for me to sneak out and see Lance in the Woods. So 
after dinner, I slipped back into my old chamber, pretending to clean it, and 
there they were, my songbirds, singing outside the window like always. But 
when they saw me, with that disgusting eel on my face, their songs stopped. 
Their sad eyes asked how they could help. So while I cleaned, I hummed a 
song ...asong every bird knows... .” 

She hummed and Robin crooned along: 


“Oh help us, Robin, 

Dear dashing Robin, 

Come save us Robin Hood! 

Hear our song, the son of Good, 

All the way through the Green Wood!” 


“Hate that song,” the Sheriff snarled. 


“That's ’cause the only song people sing about you is ‘Sheriff, Sheriff, 
Farty Sheriff,” said Robin. “When the birds came singing of Gwen’s ills, I 
told my Merry Men, but those lazy louts wouldn’t ride for Agatha and they 
wouldn’t ride for Gwen either, even though Arthur and I were mates. But 
then Sheriff, of all people, sends word he’s riding to Camelot to save his 
daughter from the dungeons and begs me to help him.” 

“Bollocks,” the Sheriff scorned. “I didn’t beg you for anything. I said 
you’re a pink-bellied chicken for letting the girl who saved you from jail rot 
in a cell and I hope the Storian would reopen our tale and tell the world 
what kind of man you really are.” 

“Sounds vaguely familiar,” said Robin. “Anyway, then Marian piles on 
and asks what I’d do if it was my own daughter that Rhian had taken. And 
wasn’t Dot the closest I had to a daughter? Marian knows how to push my 
buttons.” 

“You and me both,” mumbled the Sheriff. 

“Couldn’t go back to putterin’ away at the Arrow. Not after all that,” 
Robin sighed. “So I joined the Sheriff and rode for Camelot. Sent Gwen a 
lotus so she’d know we were comin’.” 

“Wore it in my hair to give myself hope,” sighed the old queen. 

“Then while we’re on our way, we hear that Dot and some others 
escaped the dungeons,” said the Sheriff. “Even so, I wasn’t lettin’ this 
Rhian bastard win. Our Woods has a law and order and I ain’t restin’ until 
the pig’s head is on a spike.” 

“Which is why we’re all here now in King Teapea’s palace, praying 
he’ll help us,” Robin Hood finished. 

“And if he doesn’t?” Agatha asked— 

A trumpet blared, making her jump. 

A guard gnome in a sparkly blue hat and stiff jacket appeared out of the 
darkness behind the throne. “Greetings, human enemies! You are here at the 
invitation of Crown Royal Regis Teapea. Please stand in honor of the king!” 

Fireflies on the walls and chandelier beamed their orange glow at the 
throne. 

Quickly Agatha and the rest of her friends rose to their feet. 

“Listen to me,” she whispered to Robin. “The gnomes have a vengeance 
against King Arthur for banishing them, which means they’ll have a 
vengeance against—” 


“Me,” Tedros cut in, over their shoulders. “Agatha’s right! What if King 
Teapea knows who I am? What if he sees us as enemies? What if we came 
to the one ruler who wants me and my friends dead even more than Rhian?” 

“Then we’re dead either way,” said Robin grimly. 

“In the meantime, stand in the back,” the Sheriff grunted at Tedros. 

Agatha’s stomach lurched. The gold throne in front of her suddenly 
loomed larger. Here they were, preoccupied with their family reunion, when 
they’d willingly sealed themselves in a stranger’s palace. A stranger who 
surely hated Tedros enough to kill him on sight. Her unease about this place 
exploded into panic. This was an ambush. She could feel it. They needed to 
get out of here now— 

Before she could move, the gnome’s trumpet blared again: “Presenting 
the Honorable, Exorable, Crown Royal Regis . . . Teapea!” 

For a moment, nothing happened. 

Then Agatha saw it. 

A shadow slinking from the back of the room towards the throne, 
slowly, smoothly, like it was floating on air. 

Agatha recoiled, doom impaling her heart. 

The shadow drew closer... closer... 

King Teapea came into the light, revealing himself. 

Sophie dropped her milk. 

Tedros toppled backwards. 

All eyes in the room shot to Agatha. 

She couldn’t breathe. 

There was no way. 

No possible way. 

Because the leader of the gnomes, their sole chance for survival, their 
only hope for help in all these Woods, just happened to be... 

Her cat. 


TEDROS 
The Ultimate Mission 


Teedros lifted his head blearily, quite sure he’d imagined the whole thing. 
He hadn’t. 
Reaper sat on the gilded throne, his bald, shriveled skin looking 
especially sickly beneath his crooked crown, his one good eye glowering at 
the prince, while Agatha looked stultified, her mouth agape. 





Two more gnome guards wielding scimitars emerged from the darkness 
behind the throne and flanked the cat from both sides, while the gnome with 


the trumpet manned the door. On the head of the throne, the carved letters 
C. R. R. TEAPEA rearranged to... 


REAPER CAT 


Tedros choked. 

Reaper sat on his hind legs and meowed loudly into the silence. 

Princess Uma stepped forward from her place amongst the first years. 
“Yes, Your, um... Highness?” 

Reaper meowed again. 

Princess Uma approached the throne. 

Agatha’s cat whispered to her. 

Uma nodded and tapped a glowing fingertip to his throat. 

“This is impossible,” said Agatha, blinking like a fool. “There has to be 
some mistake—” 

“No mistake,” said her cat with a firm, deep voice. “You just haven’t 
been paying attention.” 

Agatha rocked back on her heels. “You talk?” 

“I find man’s language a limited and ugly one, but thanks to Uma’s 
spell, I can communicate for the purposes of our meeting,” said Reaper, 
before turning his bold yellow eyes on Tedros. “And you’re lucky I haven’t 
spoken before today, given you’ve kicked me, called me Satan, and thrown 
me in a toilet, even though I’ve been a good friend to you when you’ve 
needed it.” He looked at Agatha. “Both of you.” 

Agatha shook her head. “But... but... you're my cat!” 

“Your mother’s cat,” said Reaper, “which should have been your first 
clue that I’m a cat of the Woods, not Woods Beyond. As for my place here, 
gnomes believe that to be ruled by one of their own is to invite greed, self- 
interest, and corruption. If a gnome ruled Gnomeland, it would be just as 
broken as your human kingdoms. Since the beginning, then, gnomes have 
looked outside their kind for a king . . . a leader who could understand their 
way of life without abusing his power over it. The answer was obvious. 
Cats and gnomes are the same: at once friends to humans and indifferent to 
them. And yet cats are also solitary creatures, content with a bowl of milk 
and a warm bed. A cat king, then, would do what was best for the gnomes, 
while keeping apart and letting them live their lives.” 


“This is insane!” Agatha barked, finding her voice. “You lived with me! 
In my house!” 

“And I was there!” Tedros touted, stepping next to his princess. “I spent 
weeks with you in that graveyard! This doesn’t make sense—” 

“Pve been King of Gnomeland for five years and in those five years, I 
came and went from your side as I pleased,” Reaper told Agatha. “I was 
with the gnomes when they needed me, just as I was with you when you 
needed me, with neither of you aware that I was living two lives. If I were a 
dog, you might have noticed my absences, since dogs are needy, odious 
beasts. But cats .. . we slip in and out of your life like old memories.” 

A gnome guard brought Reaper a goblet of spice-dusted cream, which 
he lapped at, before the gnome took it away. 

Agatha went quiet, her face changing. 

This is real, Tedros realized. 

The cat is king. 

“My father was ruler of Gnomeland before me. He, my mother, and my 
three brothers were beautiful, majestic black cats. I, on the other hand, was 
born like this,” Reaper explained, nodding down at his scrawny, hairless 
frame. “My father was ashamed and had me exiled deep into the Woods, a 
defenseless kitten, where Callis found me and made me her pet.” He smiled 
fondly at Agatha. “Sound familiar?” 

“That’s how my mother found me too,” Agatha breathed. 

“Your mother couldn’t help loving those that others couldn’t,” said 
Reaper. “But even when she escaped from the School for Evil and hid in 
Gavaldon, Callis never kept me penned. I was free to return to the Endless 
Woods and venture back and forth as I pleased. Then your mother brought 
you home and I found myself feeling quite protective of you, despite my 
suspicion for humans. Meanwhile, I kept track of my father and brothers, 
the king and princes of Gnomeland, who had grown increasingly loyal to 
King Arthur, even going so far as to act as spies for Camelot. Wary, I 
returned to Gnomeland and appeared before my father’s court. Cats should 
know not to serve humans, I told him, otherwise we are no better than dogs. 
I remember the way my father looked at me, perched on this very throne. 
He called me a traitor. If I ever returned to Gnomeland, he said, I’d be 
killed on the spot.” 

Reaper sighed. “Then Merlin deserted King Arthur and Arthur retaliated 
by banishing magic from the kingdom, including the fairies and gnomes 


who had been his steadfast allies. After Arthur expelled the gnomes and 
destroyed their kingdom, my father and brothers were run out of 
Gnomeland for aligning with a man who had betrayed the entire gnome 
race. My father’s deposers found me and said I'd been right to warn my 
family about humans. Ironic, since my love for you and your mother had 
only deepened by then. Then the gnomes asked me to be their king.” 

He leaned back on his throne, his pink belly wrinkling like an 
accordion. “At first, I rejected the idea. I was happy on Graves Hill with 
you. But I realized I’d made the same mistake as the gnomes: I’d grown too 
trusting of humans, even ones I loved. Being king would let me live 
between worlds, belonging to neither. A selfish reason to take a crown, 
perhaps, but in the end, it’s made me a better king. I’ve taught the gnomes 
self-reliance, for I’m never here very long. And the gnomes have never 
been happier. They idolize me, name streets after me, worship me at their 
temple, none of which matters to me, of course... . but in truth, the illusion 
of a king is all they needed to govern themselves. Not so different from 
you,” the cat said to Agatha. “I was your first friend, long before that other 
one knocked at your door. Without me, you might never have thought you 
even deserved a friend. Things have changed, of course. You don’t need me 
the way you once did, and that makes me proud. But Pll always be with 
you, Agatha, even when you can’t see me. Like Merlin to Tedros, I’m 
watching you every step of the way, coming in and out of your story like 
only the best wizards can.” Reaper smiled. “Or the best cats.” 

Agatha wept into her sleeve. 

Her pet’s tale had moved her, Tedros sensed, but more than that, Agatha 
was relieved: they had a friend here in Gnomeland. A true friend. Tedros 
thought about all the times the cat had saved them: delivering Callis’ 
message to the League of Thirteen . . . rescuing them from Graves Hill 
when guards came for them . . . helping Agatha find Excalibur in the war 
against Rafal . . . protecting Tedros at Camelot when Agatha left on her 
quest.... 

“I'm sorry,” the prince said, looking up at Reaper. “For the way I’ve 
treated you.” 

“I'm sorry too,” the cat confessed. “I felt you were a poor match for 
Agatha. You reminded me of my father and brothers: too handsome and 
arrogant to ever see the world clearly. But you’ve grown more than you 
know. Most born into entitlement wither under adversity. You’ve admitted 


your faults and not only seek redemption, but are willing to put in the work 
to achieve it. You’ve earned the right to fight for your crown. How long and 
hard that fight will be, we cannot know. But I will help you in every way I 
can.” 

His eyes glowed like stars, bright enough to light the darkest night. 

Tedros hugged Agatha to his side, wiping her tears. 

“But I’m afraid storytime is over,” said Reaper. 

Out of the audience, two gnome guards ambushed Sophie, hoisted her 
off the ground by her hips, and held her upside down— 

“EEEEEY YI! WHAT ARE YOU DOING!” Sophie shrieked. 

A gnome whipped off her shoe, pulled the necklace off her toe with its 
gold vial, and tossed it at Reaper, who caught it, before the guards dumped 
Sophie on her buttocks. 

“Pd say I’m sorry that you were the only one to get wet as you came 
in,” Reaper said to Sophie, twirling her Dean’s necklace. “But that would be 
a lie.” 

Sophie gaped at him, soaked through. “You did it on purpose!” 

“All hail the king,” Tedros murmured. 

The cat pulled open Sophie’s vial and spread the golden liquid into 
midair, which congealed into the familiar Quest Map, floating over his 
throne. 

Only one name and figurine still remained on the map, positioned over 
Camelot’s castle, a name Tedros was surprised to see on the Quest Map at 
all.... 


RHIAN 


“Looks like the king’s still alive, despite your best efforts,” said Reaper. 
He brought the map down, spreading it in front of him. “Which means 
whatever we do next...” 

His eyes lifted to his audience. 

“Tt will have to be better.” 


THE STUDENTS AND teachers of the School for Good and Evil sat in a circle 
around the map, which floated in the center above the blue-velvet floor. 
Reaper paced back and forth across the levitating parchment, pondering 
everything Sophie, Agatha, and Tedros had just told him. 


“So Rhian seeks the powers of the One True King,” the cat said. “How 
close is he to securing them?” 

Tedros could hear Yuba whispering to Agatha: “Why would Rhian’s 
name be on a Dean’s Quest Map? He wasn’t a student at the school!” 

“I had the same question,” Agatha whispered back. “Speaking of 
students, how did you get the first years here?” 

“After the Sheriff took you to Camelot, I received a message from King 
Teapea,” said Yuba. “I’d never met the new Gnome King, so imagine my 
surprise! He said we must unite against Rhian and ordered me to bring the 
teachers and students here, with instructions how to use old Flowerground 
tunnels to arrive undetected.” 

Thup. Thup. Thup. 

Tedros saw Reaper tapping his claw impatiently. 

The prince cleared his throat. “Uh, what was the question?” 

“How many leaders still possess their rings?” said Reaper, glaring. 
“Gnomeland never had a ring, since it was a domain of Camelot. And 
Camelot no longer has a ring, since your father is said to have destroyed it 
before he died. Which means we need to know how many rings are left that 
can prevent Rhian from claiming the Storian’s powers.” 

Tedros and Agatha exchanged glances. “Not sure,” the prince admitted. 

“Only one ring needs to survive,” the Sheriff grunted. “All that 
matters.” 

Reaper gazed at him thoughtfully. “Indeed.” 

Tedros waited for the cat to elaborate, but instead Reaper nibbled on 
gourmet mushrooms his guards had brought, his eyes still fixed on the 
Sheriff. Then he began pacing once more. 

“To put Tedros back on the throne will be no easy task,” said Reaper, 
padding past kingdoms on the map. “All of us will have to do our part.” He 
stopped over the realm of Borna Coric. “Witches?” 

The coven perked up. 

“Yes, Your Highness,” said Hester. 

“Give us a mission,” said Anadil. 

“Anything you need,” said Dot. 

“You’re to go to the Caves of Contempo and rescue Merlin,” Reaper 
ordered. 

“Anything but that,” said Dot. 

Hester and Anadil scowled at her. 


“Tt’s thousands of miles away and surrounded by a poisonous sea!” Dot 
argued. “There’s no way to get to the caves!” 

“PIL go,” Tedros declared, puffing his chest. “Merlin is my friend—” 

“Wait a minute,” said Nicola, locked on Dot. “Aren’t you part of the 
Coven of Room 66? Witches of legend, who’ve battled undead villains, 
murderous pirates, and were entrusted by the Dean of Good herself to find a 
new School Master?” 

Dot twiddled her thumbs. “Yes, but—” 

“Merlin needs your help,” Nicola clapped back. “Merlin, the greatest 
wizard of Good, who has saved you and your friends many times over. 
Merlin, who we need to win this war. Reaper could have chosen anyone 
here to rescue him. He chose you. But if you aren’t up to the task, then 
maybe you aren’t the witch I thought you were.” 

Dot was speechless. 

“Maybe Nicola should be in our coven,” said Hester. 

“T like Nicola,” said Anadil. 

“Pll go,” said Dot. 

Tedros sprung to his feet. “Didn't you hear me? Merlin is too important 
to leave to anyone but me—” 

The Sheriff of Nottingham cut him off. “Dot's right: the Caves of 
Contempo are no place for three girls to be traveling alone.” 

“Three girls who*ve thrashed you twice,” said Robin. 

“T should be the one to go to the caves,” the Sheriff demanded. 

“No,” said Reaper, his eyes cutting through him. “You won’t be going 
anywhere. You’ll remain here in the palace under my guards’ protection.” 

He said this so sharply Tedros wondered if Reaper and the Sheriff had a 
prior encounter: something that made the cat distrust him. 

Reaper turned back to Hester. “The witches will travel to Borna Coric 
and find Merlin.” 

“And me?” Tedros pressured. “If I’m not going after Merlin, then I 
should lead the next mission—” 

“Where are Hort and Nicola?” the cat said. 

“Here!” said Hort, clasping Nicola’s hand. 

“You two will go to Foxwood, where Rhian claims to be from,” said 
Reaper. “Find out what you can about him and his brother’s history.” 

“Consider it done,” Hort said, winking at Nicola. “History’s what I do.” 

“God help us,” said Nicola. 


“Why is your cat ignoring me?” Tedros whispered to Agatha. “I’m the 
king. I’m the one he’s trying to get back on the throne. And he’s giving key 
missions to Hort?” 

But his princess was listening to Reaper detail the next assignment— 

“Bogden, Willam, you two will disguise yourselves to spy on Camelot. 
Willam knows the kingdom well, having grown up at its rectory. Use your 
wiles to discern Rhian’s condition. Find out his next moves.” 

Bogden saluted him. “Aye-aye, King Pee Pee.” 

“Teapea, you dolt!” Willam hissed. 

Reaper appraised them, stone-faced. “Beatrix, Reena, Kiko, you’ll 
patrol the trees around the Gnomeland portal and ensure no one gets too 
close.” 

“Fitting, isn’t it?” Kiko sighed. “Tristan died in a tree.” 

Willam gave her a look. 

“Now that you’ve addressed everyone else, including first years and 
altar boys,” Tedros stewed, “please tell me what—” 

“As for the remaining students,” said Reaper, pivoting towards the 
young Evers and Nevers, “you will pair up, disperse throughout the 
kingdoms, and find those remaining rulers who have yet to burn their rings. 
Rhian will surely use any means necessary to turn them against the Storian 
and school. Do what you can to stop the leaders from destroying their rings 
without them spotting you. The teachers, meanwhile, will return to school 
and keep watch over the Storian in case it provides any further clues as to 
how we can defend it. Yuba, send me a secure message aS soon as you 
count how many swans are left in the pen’s carving. Hopefully more than a 
few kingdoms have held their ground against the king.” 

“Yes, King Teapea,” said the old gnome. 

Reaper surveyed the room. “Everyone understand their assignments?” 

Tedros was about to explode— 

“What would you like me and Gwen to do, Your Highness?” said Robin 
Hood. 

“Return to Sherwood Forest and recruit your Merry Men. Their days of 
willful blindness are over,” said the cat. “Guinevere will remain under my 
protection. The guards will take her and the Sheriff to their chambers in my 
palace so they can rest.” 

“Rest? Me? Now?” the Sheriff blustered. “I can understand Guinevere 
needin’ a lie-down, but I should be up there fightin’ the king!” 


“Me too! Me more!” Tedros burst out— 

“All teams will depart at once,” Reaper commanded, ignoring the prince 
as the map under his paw evaporated. He leapt back onto his throne, 
dangling Sophie’s necklace. “My page will escort you to the surface in the 
Sheriff’s sack.” 

“Samarbati S. Subramanyam at your service!” Subby pipped, poking his 
ruddy face through the waterfall that curtained the throne room door. “Let’s 
get ya sacked up!” 

A gnome guard blew a trumpet next to him so loudly Subramanyam fell 
back through the waterfall— 

“The Honorable Crown Royal Regis Teapea hereby dismisses you from 
his presence!” the gnome proclaimed. “Depart for missions!” 

“DEPART FOR MISSIONS!” two more guards yelped. 

Before Tedros could move, his friends, teachers, mentors, and the whole 
first-year class bounded up, tittering about their new quests and grabbing at 
their teammates as they blew past the prince and streamed through the 
waterfall in groups. 

“Wait...holdon...,” Tedros stammered, lost in the stampede— 

“I'm with Priyanka!” Bodhi claimed. 

“Can’t leave your best mate for a girl!” Laithan carped. 

“Tt’s like Sophie and Agatha but with boys,” Bossam sniggered. 

Castor grabbed all three—“I’?LL ASSIGN TEAMS ’CAUSE I KNOW 
WHO’S GOT BRAINS AND WHO’S A DONKEY”—before the dog 
herded more first years into the water and leapt through behind them. 

More faculty followed: “Suppose Rhian sends his men to the school 
again?” Professor Sheeks asked. 

“Without the students present, we”1l have full license from the Storian to 
defend ourselves,” Professor Manley growled. “Uma, any word from the 
fairies? You sent them to find help days ago.” 

“Been scouring the Woods for the League of Thirteen,” Princess Uma 
replied. “Won’t rest until they find one of the old League members who can 
help... .” 

Hort nudged Beatrix on the way out. “How do we share information 
while we’re in different places?” 

“Professor Anemone has Agatha’s old courier crow from Camelot. We 
can use it to send messages, ” said Beatrix. 

“Not secure enough,” said Hort. “What we need is a squirrelly nut.” 


“For all we know, squirrels are on Rhian’s side too,” Kiko pipped. 

“What’s a squirrelly nut?” Nicola butted in. 

More first years vanished into the waterfall with them—Aja, Valentina, 
Bossam, Bert, Beckett—with Ravan, Vex, Mona, Dot, Anadil, and others 
surging through the exit too, until there was no one left in the throne room 
except the cat king and the three who knew him best: Tedros, his princess, 
and his nemesis. 

The last of the three yawned. “Lovely, everything’s settled,” Sophie 
sighed against the velvet wall, forcing fireflies to march around her. “I’m 
going to have a cucumber salad, draw myself a foam bath, and take a long, 
warm nap.” 

“That won’t be happening,” said Reaper, slipping Sophie’s necklace 
around his own neck. “You three have the most difficult assignment of all. 
That’s why I saved it for when we could be alone. Because it is the ultimate 
mission. The mission that supersedes all the others. The mission that must 
be accomplished if Tedros is to reclaim his crown.” 

Sophie pursed her lips, eyeing Agatha. 

But the cat was only looking at the prince. 

“You must find out why Excalibur wouldn’t pull out of the stone for 
you,” he said. 

Reaper turned to Agatha and Sophie. “And both of you must help him.” 

“That isn’t a mission. That’s a dead end,” said Tedros, shaking his head. 
“T tried to pull the sword. I tried everything. And then a stranger pulls it in 
one go. I asked Merlin and he didn’t have answers either, except for some 
crackpot riddle telling me to ‘unbury’ my father. I’ve racked my brain to 
understand it, any of it, but there’s nothing to understand. Because none of 
it makes sense! How am I supposed to know what Excalibur was thinking? 
How am I supposed to learn a sword’s state of mind?” 

“The same way Merlin and Professor Dovey did before their work was 
interrupted,” said Reaper. 

His eyes glowed—instantly, the bag on Agatha’s shoulder yanked open 
and the crystal ball flew out, landing snugly in the cat’s paws. 

“Because while you were on your fourth-year quests, Merlin and 
Clarissa Dovey were on a quest of their own,” the cat explained, holding up 
the glass orb. “Namely, using Dovey’s crystal ball to find out why Tedros 
failed his coronation test. Turns out breaking a crystal ball allows you to do 
things that a normal crystal ball does not. A working crystal ball is a 


window to time. But Merlin and Dovey discovered quite accidentally that a 
broken crystal ball is more than a window . . .” Reaper leaned forward. “It’s 
a portal.” 

“A portal?” Sophie and Agatha said. 

“A portal you three will now enter together,” Reaper clarified. “The 
risks are steep. We’ve seen its effects on Good’s Dean.” He looked at 
Tedros. “But entering the crystal world is the only way you’ll ever learn the 
truth about your father, your sword, and your fate.” 

“What do you mean, ‘crystal world’?” Agatha said, flummoxed. 
“There’s a world . . . inside the crystal ball?” 

“A world bigger than you could possibly know,” Reaper said. 

Tedros frowned. “This doesn’t make sense. How do you know what’s 
inside Dovey’s crystal?” 

“How do you know what Merlin and Dovey saw?” Sophie asked. 

“How could you know what they saw?” Agatha pressed. 

Reaper grinned. “Isn’t it obvious?” he said, his voice a teasing drawl. 

The cat’s pupils deepened like black holes. 

“I went with them.” 


AGATHA 
Into the Crystal World 


Agatha watched the crystal ball sink into the water. 

“Nothing’s happening,” said Tedros, next to her. 

“Good, because if you expect me to get wet again... ,” Sophie huffed, 
still soggy in her white dress. 

Agatha turned to her cat. “You said the portal opens when the crystal is 
underwater—” 

“And turned on,” said Reaper. 





Their voices echoed through the Crown Royal Regis’ bathroom, 
appointed with a grooming station of jeweled brushes, fragrant oils, and 
milky creams, along with a sparkle-dusted sand litterbox and a heated blue- 
stone bathing tub, big enough for an army of cats, the steamy water 
sprinkled with orange blossoms. When Reaper had shown them into the 
room, lit by panels made of blue and orange fireflies, Agatha had been 
mystified. The Reaper she knew itched with fleas, peed exclusively on 
gravestones, and nearly killed her the one time she’d tried to clean him. 

“Tt’s my father’s old bathroom,” Reaper explained, seeing her face. He 
climbed onto the edge of the tub. “This is the first time I’ve been in here.” 

Now Agatha watched as her cat finished sinking Dovey’s crystal into 
the hot bath, mist rising off the surface. The orb drifted down and settled on 
the blue-stone floor, the crack in its glass refracting through water, seeming 
bigger than its actual size. 


Agatha, meanwhile, felt like she had a crack in her head. Dovey 
dead... Reaper, a king . . . the crystal ball a portal into a secret world... 
Tension pounded through her skull, her lungs sucked of air as if she was 
already underwater— 

Tedros touched her arm. “You okay?” 

She gazed up at him, then at Sophie and Reaper, both assessing her. 

Agatha wanted to say no . . . that it was all moving too fast... that she 
wanted to turn the story back to a time when life had no magic, no 
secrets ... to a time when she had a home ...a mother... 

But then, as she took in her best friend, her prince, and her cat, Agatha 
realized she had another family now. A family she’d chosen. And after all 
they’d been through, to be with that family again, no matter how daunting 
the challenges ahead . . . it was all Agatha needed to wrench out of the past 
and find the present. 

“You said the crystal is a portal,” said Agatha, composing herself. “A 
portal into what?” 

“Merlin called it a ‘crystal of time,’” said Reaper vaguely, skirting the 
edge of the tub. “We must get started—” 

“How did Merlin and Dovey discover the portal?” Tedros cut in. 

“T told you. By accident,” said Reaper impatiently. “After you failed to 
pull Excalibur, Merlin and Dovey tried to use her crystal ball to understand 
why. Given how poorly you were treating Agatha after your botched 
coronation, I wanted you to pull the sword soon, for her sake, so I joined 
Merlin and Clarissa in their efforts. At first we had little luck. But during 
the summer, Professor Dovey’s office grows insufferably hot. Studying the 
ball one night before Dovey activated it, Merlin left a sweaty handprint on 
the crack in the glass. The crack grew softer, the glass spongy. The change 
made Merlin curious. So he and Dovey put the ball in the Groom Room 
pool to see what would happen when the Dean turned it on. Now, if there 
are no more questions, it’s time to get into the bath.” 

Agatha studied the dull orb, motionless underwater. What happened 
when Dovey turned it on? Her heart drummed. What happens when I turn it 
on? 

“That’s what they were up to this whole time. Merlin and Dovey,” 
Tedros realized, peering into the water. “They were going inside her crystal 
ball. It’s what was making Dovey sick.” 


“Deathly sick. And now you want us to do the same thing?” Sophie 
challenged Reaper. 

“It's too dangerous,” Tedros agreed. 

“The secret of why Tedros couldn’t pull Excalibur is inside that crystal. 
Then again, maybe there is no secret. Maybe Rhian is the real king,” said 
Reaper, holding up his paw when Tedros started to protest. “But the only 
way we'll know for sure is to cross the portal. Too much is at stake to leave 
the question of why the sword recognized Rhian instead of Tedros 
unanswered. The fate of Camelot, the Storian, and our world depend on that 
answer. Merlin and Dovey were close to finding it, but they ran out of time. 
Since Agatha is Dovey’s Second, it is our duty to finish their work. No 
matter the risks.” 

Agatha looked at Tedros. 

He was quiet now. 

“Once Agatha submerges and activates the ball, the portal will open,” 
said Reaper, before turning to Sophie and the prince. “Both of you will be 
submerged with her and ready to enter.” 

Agatha was already climbing into the steam bath, the sweet-scented 
water flooding under her dress, warming the sore spots on her skin. Sweat 
beaded her temples, the bath feeling hotter by the second. She immersed her 
head and soaked her face and hair, her foot sliding along the stone floor 
until it touched the crystal. 

A bomb of water detonated near her, tan muscles peeking through liquid 
clouds. Agatha resurfaced and through the mist, she saw Tedros, eyes 
closed and gritting his teeth as the heat burned at wounds on his bare chest. 
His breeches ballooned with water, his legs stretching out and grazing 
Agatha’s thigh. He opened his eyes and caught her watching. He flicked 
foamy water at her. Agatha splashed him back hard. Tedros grabbed her 
puckishly and pulled her to his chest, her body smushed against his 
bubbling breeches. He whipped his hair back and held her tighter, dripping 
sweat onto his princess as steam walled them in. 

Slowly the steam broke apart and they saw Sophie gaping at them. 

“I have to get in with them?” she said. 

“You took a steam bath with Hort,” said Tedros. 

“That was espionage,” Sophie defended. 

“And this is to save the world,” Agatha retorted. “Get in.” 


Muttering to herself, Sophie hiked up her ruffly dress and dipped her toe 
into the edge of the tub. ... 

She pulled back. “You know, I can’t swim and I’m feeling a bit feverish. 
Might be jaundice or diphtheria. All that oversalted food at the castle. And 
now that I think about it, this is Aggie and Teddy’s mission. They should be 
the ones to find out why Rhian pulled the sword instead of Teddy. I hardly 
know Rhian at all—” 

“You’re still wearing his ring,” said Agatha dryly. 

Sophie glanced down at the diamond on her finger. “I’m perfectly 
capable of divorcing fine jewelry from its symbolism.” 

“Rhian picked you to be his wife,” Reaper pointed out. “He chose you to 
stand by his side, even though he has a brother far more loyal to him than 
you’ll ever be. So why would Rhian take a queen at all? A queen he 
certainly doesn’t love? He chose you for a reason. You are as much a part 
of this story as Tedros and Agatha and we need to find out why. Though if 
you insist you serve no purpose, I’m happy to leave you to the gnomes and 
see what they do with a friend of King Arthur’s son.” 

“I liked it better when you didn’t talk,” Sophie growled, shoving into 
the tub, her white dress pooling with orange blossoms. She drew into a 
comer, away from Agatha and her prince, still cozied together on the 
opposite side. “What now?” 

From the edge of the tub, Reaper clawed down Agatha’s shoulder and 
clasped onto her dress. “On the count of three, we’ll all go under. Agatha 
will trigger the crystal. The portal will open for a split second. Touch the 
crystal in that moment and you’ll be transported inside. This is important. 
You must touch the crystal. If you don’t, you’ll be shut out from the portal 
and so disoriented you will likely drown.” 

“Meanwhile, Beatrix gets to patrol a tree,” Sophie murmured. 

Reaper’s shriveled body clung tighter to Agatha’s collar, the cat trying 
not to let his tail touch the water until it had to. “On your count, Agatha.” 

Agatha pulled away from Tedros and slid across the stone rim of the tub 
until the crystal was under her toes again. Gone was her sense of being 
overwhelmed, replaced by trust in where her story had led her. If this was 
Dovey’s and Merlin’s unfinished quest, then she would do everything to 
finish it. 

She looked at her prince, then her best friend. “Ready?” 

“Anything that gets me to the truth,” Tedros steeled. 


“Anything that gets me to a new dress,” said Sophie. 

Agatha took a deep breath. “3...2...1...” 

She plunged into the tub with Reaper, the twin splashes of Sophie and 
Tedros blooming underneath. Agatha thrust her head downwards, tangling 
in her friends” limbs as she flattened her body against the stone floor so she 
was level with the orb. She gazed through the cracked glass into the center 
of the ball, the silence of the water stilling her mind. 

The crack split open like a doorway and blinding blue light burst 
through like a tsunami, slamming Agatha against the wall of the tub and 
blasting Reaper away from her. The assault of light paralyzed her brain and 
weighed on her chest, her lungs pinned under the force of a boulder. She 
couldn't think anymore, as if she’d lost the top of her head and any thoughts 
were flying away before she could catch them. Her hands and feet seemed 
to move where her eyes and mouth were, her eyes and mouth now down by 
her knees. She didn’t know where she was or how she’d gotten there. She 
didn’t know her own name or if this was happening in past or present, in 
forward or reverse. Two other bodies flailed near her, but she didn’t know 
whose they were or if they were human or monster. 

Touch the crystal, a voice echoed. 

Crystal? 

What crystal? 

Touch the crystal. 

Pummeled by the light, she stabbed out her hand, two other hands 
thrashing into hers at the same time, all of them finding nothing but water. 
Agatha tore herself off the wall, reaching further, further, running out of 
breath— 

Her hand scraped glass. 

Instantly her body shattered, like she was made of glass too, any last 
shreds of awareness shattering with it. 

For a moment, there was nothing: just light inhaling her, then crumpling 
to darkness like a sheet of paper charring in at the edges. 

Slowly, she reassembled, body, soul, self. 

When she opened her eyes, Agatha was no longer in Gnomeland. 


SHE WAS STANDING in a glass room, the transparent walls and floor glowing 
wintry blue, the inside of the room swirling with thin, silvery smoke. A 


faint ache throbbed at her temples, but her chest had gotten worse; every 
breath felt like it was packing her lungs with rocks. 

“Where are we?” someone wheezed. 

Agatha turned to Tedros and Sophie, their wet bodies framed by a 
rounded, luminous glass wall. Both looked shaky. Tedros rubbed at his bare 
chest. 

“We’re inside the crystal ball,” said Agatha. “Look.” 

She pointed at the wall behind them. Outside the glass, water rippled 
and foamed, contained by a blue-stone bathtub. 

“T feel like I got clubbed by a troll,” Sophie choked, clutching at her 
flank. “No wonder Dovey was such a mess.” 

“For once, I agree with Sophie,” Tedros said, still breathing hard. 
“Whatever we just went through beat the living hell out of me. How could 
Merlin survive it?” 

“Merlin is a skilled enough wizard to defuse the power of the ball,” said 
a voice from the corner. “Most of it, at least.” 

They turned to see Reaper stagger up, a gnarled, drippy mess, looking 
less like a cat and more a mashed banana. “And while cats don’t actually 
have nine lives, we are much hardier than humans. Now stay alert. Our time 
inside the crystal is limited. Twenty or thirty minutes at most. The sooner 
we find answers, the fewer trips we have to make. The fewer trips we make, 
the less chance we suffer the same fate as your Dean.” 

Agatha’s neck smoldered red, her body’s sign that she was out of her 
depth. She gulped for air. “So what do we do now?” 

The silvery smoke whooshed past her head from all sides, crystallizing 
into the same phantom mask she’d seen at school. The mask glitched again 
between the features of Professor Dovey and the face of someone familiar, 
someone Agatha was so sure that she knew. . . . But there was no time to 
study it further because the phantom was diving towards her, primed to ask 
her who she wanted to see— 

Except this time, it blew right past her and pressed against the back of 
the glass, facing the empty bathwater as if Agatha was still outside the ball. 
Agatha watched from behind the mask as it spoke to no one, its voice 
echoing. 


“Clear as crystal, hard as bone, 
My wisdom is Clarissa’s and Clarissa 5 alone. 


But she named you her Second, so I’Il speak to you too. 
So tell me dear Second, whose life shall I cue? 


A friend or an enemy, any name Pll allow, 
Say it loud and I’Il show you them now.” 


“Hurry! Start examining crystals!” Reaper exhorted, standing on tiptoes 
and inspecting the back edges of the mask. 

“What crystals?” Tedros said, confused. 

Agatha approached her cat, watching him paw the beads of smoke that 
formed the phantom— 

Her eyes widened. 

It wasn t smoke. 

Each bead of mist was a crystal. Thousands of these little glass orbs, the 
size of teardrops, floated in the mask’s shape like pearls held together 
without a string. And within every one, a scene played out, like its own 
miniature crystal ball. 

Agatha pulled a handful of these crystals towards her, their surfaces 
cool and bubbly to the touch. She peered into the small glass droplets, 
replaying key moments from her own life: as a toddler, chasing her mother 
across Graves Hill... walking with Sophie for the first time through 
Gavaldon’s square . . . falling from the stymph into the School for 
Good.... 

But now she was finding crystals that played moments from Sophie’s 
life: Sophie as a baby with her mother . . . Sophie singing to animals in 
Gavaldon . . . Sophie battling Hester in an Evil classroom. .. . 

Then, suddenly, Agatha was seeing scenes from Tedros’ life— 

And Reaper’s too, she realized, peering into a crystal that showed her 
cat bullied by his handsome brothers. 

“Tt’s showing all of our pasts,” Agatha said, thrown. 

“Because all four of us are inside the ball. The crystal absorbs our 
collective souls,” said Reaper quickly, studying various crystals before 
discarding them to the floor. “That’s where Merlin and Dovey were limited 
in finding answers to why Excalibur rejected Tedros. Inside the ball, they 
only had access to their own lives. I told them to bring you three in—Tedros 
at the very least—but Merlin had vast experience at Camelot and Dovey a 
deep knowledge of the Woods, and they thought they could find what they 


needed in themselves without putting the prince at risk. They were wrong.” 
The cat batted more crystals away. “Enough talking. Look for anything that 
might shed light on why Excalibur favored Rhian over Tedros. Anything 
that has the slightest connection.” 

“You said we only have twenty or thirty minutes. These are our whole 
lives, Reaper. All four of us,” Agatha argued, still battling the pain in her 
lungs. “We don’t have time to ransack every moment from our pasts!” 

“Um, this isn’t my past,” Sophie sniffed, wielding a crystal that showed 
her climbing a tree in a ghastly black dress with shiny spikes that made it 
look like a porcupine hide. “I’ve never worn that dress, I never will wear 
that dress, and I don’t climb trees.” 

“Well, it must have happened at some point... ,” Agatha started, then 
stopped. In her hand was a crystal playing out a moment she’d seen before. 
A scene of two Tedroses running shirtless through a forest. She’d observed 
this very same scene back at school, when she was in the library, using the 
crystal ball to break into Camelot’s dungeons. The ball had glitched to this 
image ... an image that made no sense at the time... 

Because it hadn’t happened yet. 

The crystal had first shown it to her days before she and Tedros would 
live out the scene in real life, two Tedroses escaping the execution after 
Dovey’s spell. 

Which meant... 

“This wasn’t the past. This was the future,” said Agatha, turning to her 
friends. “The crystals must show the past and future. Sophie, that’s why 
you’re seeing that dress.” 

“There is no future in which I will wear quills,” Sophie snapped. 

“That’s what I would have said about two Tedroses running through a 
forest,” said Agatha. “But you wearing that dress will happen—” 

“Wait a second. Something’s wrong with this one,” Tedros cut in, 
holding up a new crystal. 

Agatha and Sophie peered into it from both sides and watched a scene 
of a young Tedros, nine or ten years old, chasing after his mother as she 
scurried through the Woods. 

“This is the dress my mother wore when she left Camelot to be with 
Lancelot. I remember that night so clearly,” said Tedros. “She escaped the 
castle without saying goodbye. But I never saw her go into the Woods. I 


never chased her. This is what I wished happened. I wished I’d gone after 
her like this.” He stared at the crystal, perplexed. “But it isn’t the truth.” 

Agatha and Sophie were just as puzzled. 

All three turned to Reaper, immersed in scanning scenes and knocking 
them away. 

“Must I remind you: the ball is broken,” the cat said, not looking at 
them. “A working crystal ball only shows the present. This one has a crack 
in it and that crack altered its sense of time, mixing up the present with the 
past and future. But not only that: the crack added the dimension of space, 
turning the ball into a portal. Now that we’re inside that portal, it’s up to 
you to sort through the ball’s broken time and determine which scenes 
happened when.” 

“But this scene never happened at all!” Tedros emphasized, holding up 
the crystal of his mother. 

“Because human souls aren't as reliable as cats’,” said Reaper, still 
studying crystals. “Humans store their memories, regrets, hopes, and wishes 
all in the same messy vault. Merlin may have called this a crystal of time. 
But that was wrong. This is a crystal of mind. The ball is cracked: it no 
longer shows us objective reality. It shows us reality as perceived by each 
of our minds. And the human mind is as cracked as this ball, clouded with 
error and revision. With each crystal, you must try to see clearly and 
determine what is true and what is illusion.” 

Agatha couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “So it’s not just time we 
have to filter, but we also don’t know if these scenes are actually real?” 

“Like this monstrosity of a dress,” Sophie said, holding up the crystal 
with the offending gown. “It could be the past... or the future... or a false 
memory like Tedros chasing his mother?” 

“Reaper, we can’t find answers when we don’t even know if the 
answers are true!” Tedros assailed. 

The cat finally looked at them. “If it were easy, Merlin and Clarissa 
would have solved it.” 

Agatha looked at Tedros and Sophie. Without saying a word, all three 
began sifting through crystals. 

Most of the scenes Agatha found were from her own life, as if the 
crystal ball was privileging her soul over the others since she was Dovey’s 
Second. But a few scenes seemed dodgy: one where she and Tedros were in 
Reaper’s throne room, with Tedros rifling through Dovey’s bag (that didn’t 


happen) . . . another where Agatha kneeled in a dark cemetery and laid a 
flower in front of a headstone marked “THE SNAKE” (that would never 
happen) . . . and one where she was hugging the bald, decrepit Lady of the 
Lake (she hadn’t hugged her when she’d gone back to Avalon . . . or had 
she? She’d been so sleepless and scared. Who knows what she’d done?). 

Sophie’s scenes, meanwhile, were rife with mistakes: in Sophie’s 
memory, she’d saved Tedros in the Trial by Tale (it’d been Agatha), won 
the Circus of Talents with a beautiful song (it’d been a murderous scream), 
and slain Evelyn Sader and her wicked blue butterflies (it’d been the School 
Master). But most of the crystals from Sophie’s past featured Agatha in 
them, with Sophie again attempting to right wrongs: letting Agatha and 
Tedros go to the Evers Ball together; holding back the spell that made 
Tedros mistrust Agatha at the School for Boys; staying with Agatha and 
Tedros in Avalon instead of going back to Rafal. . . . But whether all these 
moments were truth or lies (mostly lies), Agatha still found comfort in 
being as much a part of Sophie’s soul as Sophie was hers. 

Tedros’ crystals, on the other hand, tended to reflect scenes of him 
pranking stewards and nannies, feasting on steak and pheasant, and winning 
rugby games and swordfights, as if he’d repressed any part of his life that 
involved real emotion. 

“Tt’d be nice to find one crystal of yours with me in it,” Agatha muttered 
to him, batting down a scene of her prince and his Everboy friends doing 
daredevil dives into the Groom Room pool. “The only things your soul is 
concerned with are meat and sports.” 

“You’re one to talk,” said Tedros, rifling through crystals. “All you and 
Sophie seem to think about is each other.” 

“Hold on. Here’s one of Teddy and King Arthur,” said Sophie, pulling 
down a crystal. 

Agatha, Tedros, and Reaper gathered around. 

Inside the crystal played a scene of Tedros as a squirmy three-year-old, 
climbing his father like a tree while King Arthur sat at a desk in his 
bedchamber, putting a feathered quill to a gold card of parchment. A 
waning candle dripped red wax onto the edge of the card, splattering it with 
thick gobs. 

“That’s it!” said Tedros, stiffening. “That’s the card from my father’s 
will! The one he wrote the coronation test on. I remember holding it during 


the ceremony. It had red wax on it and the same crescent-shaped tear at one 
of the corners... .” 

Reaper’s eyes flared. “Agatha, touch the crystal and look inside the 
center, as if you were trying to activate a new crystal ball. Sophie and 
Tedros: hold Agatha’s hand. Quickly! This might be the one!” 

Agatha felt Tedros, Sophie, and Reaper grab on to her as she gazed 
directly into the glass droplet— 

Another storm of blue light attacked her, turning her mind to glue. This 
time it took longer for her to recover, as if she’d been severed into parts that 
she couldn’t put back together. Straining to focus, she saw she was inside 
King Arthur’s bedchamber, her friends and cat at her side. Her chest 
throbbed harder than before, as if it’d been whacked with a hammer. But 
there was no time to wallow in pain. 

Tedros was already approaching his father, who was calmly writing at 
the desk in his nightclothes, floppy blond hair falling over his eyes the way 
his son’s often did. The Tedros of the present waved his hand in front of his 
father but Arthur didn’t see him. Tedros tried to touch his younger self, who 
was squirreling around in his father’s lap, playing with a gold Lion locket 
around the king’s neck, trying to get it open... . but Tedros’ hand went 
straight through the boy’s clothes, through his father’s chest, and through 
the frame of the chair like a ghost’s. 

“We are merely observers,” Reaper explained. “The Present cannot 
interfere with the Past. It is one of the five Rules of Time.” 

“What are the other four?” Agatha asked. 

But now King Arthur was speaking to his young son nestled in his lap. 

“This will be your coronation test when it’s your turn to be king,” 
Arthur said, finishing writing on the card. “And you will not fail, my boy.” 
He blew the ink dry, his face darkening. “No matter what that woman says.” 

The king sat there quietly, staring at the card, as young Tedros fussed 
harder with the locket, trying to open it with his mouth. 

Then Arthur pulled out a second card from the drawer, this one blank. 

He began writing. 

The scene went dark, as if someone had blown the candle out. Agatha 
had the sensation of yanking backwards, like a misfired slingshot— 

When she opened her eyes, they had reappeared inside Dovey’s ball, 
surrounded by the floating mini-crystals and the ones they’d discarded on 


the floor. Only now, the entire room seemed more translucent, the blue glow 
in the walls dimmer. 

They were running out of time. 

“What did your father mean?” Agatha asked Tedros, who was lost in 
thought. “‘No matter what that woman says’?” 

“I have no idea,” said her prince. 

“And what was he writing on the other card?” Agatha wondered. “Did 
he have second thoughts and alter the coronation test? Did he plan for 
something else and then change it to you pulling Excalibur from the stone?” 

“There was only one card included in the will or the priest would have 
told me,” said Tedros. “Likely the second card had nothing to do with my 
coronation test. Those cards were reserved for official proclamations. It 
could have been for anything.” 

“Or it could be a false memory,” said Sophie. 

“Maybe,” said Tedros. “But I feel like I was too young to store false 
memories.” 

“You will not fail” Agatha repeated, reliving Arthur’s words to his 
son. “No matter what that woman says . . .’” She chewed on her lip. 
“Could he have meant Guinevere?” 

“But why would my mother have thought Pd fail my test?” said Tedros, 
scratching at his rippled stomach. “She was so confident I’d pass it the 
morning of the coronation... . No, it couldn't have been her.” 

“We need to bring Guinevere inside the crystal ball,” said Agatha, 
despite feeling sick over the thought of making Tedros’ mother endure the 
portal. “Surely her memories can help us—” 

“No,” said Reaper. “Merlin was clear about leaving Guinevere in the 
dark about the crystal’s powers. That’s why I sent her up with the Sheriff 
instead of bringing her here. Merlin believed her soul unreliable when it 
came to her life with Arthur. Leaving Tedros behind to pursue a life with 
Lancelot made her more apt to paint her husband as a villain to relieve her 
guilt. Bringing her into the crystal would open up too many tainted 
memories that would yield more trouble than answers.” 

“Tedros, wasn’t this your steward? That Gremlin woman?” Sophie 
asked from the other side of the room, brandishing a crystal. 

Tedros and Agatha turned. 

It was a scene of Chaddick outside Camelot’s castle, climbing onto a 
gray horse dappled with white spots as Lady Gremlaine, robed and turbaned 


in lavender, saddled the horse with a satchel of provisions and fussed over 
Tedros’ knight, smoothing Chaddick’s jacket and brushing it of leaves and 
dirt. She squeezed Chaddick’s hand and smiled at him, before Tedros 
moved into the frame and wished Chaddick off. Lady Gremlaine stepped 
back, giving the king and his knight space to say goodbye. 

“I remember this,” Agatha said, looking at Tedros. 

“I do too. We don’t need to go inside,” Tedros preempted, clearly 
skittish about jumping into another crystal. “Chaddick stayed at Camelot a 
few days before he left on his quest to find knights to join my Round Table. 
This was the last time I ever saw him.” 

“Lady Gremlaine took a shine to Chaddick,” Agatha recalled. “One of 
the only times I ever saw her smile.” 

“Because Chaddick respected and listened to her, unlike me,” said 
Tedros. “Until I got to know her better, at least.” 

“Lady Gremlaine,” Sophie mulled. “She’s the one who had a long past 
with your father, isn’t she? The one who the Snake killed before she could 
tell you her secret and the one who Rhian and Japeth told me you treated 
poorly. Which means Lady Gremlaine could be Rhian and Japeth’s mother 
and King Arthur their father. Which means Rhian could actually be the 
real...” 

She looked at Tedros. Tedros didn’t meet her eyes. 

Agatha took her prince’s hand as they watched the scene again and 
again. 

“Reaper, we need to send a crow to Hort and Nicola,” Tedros said 
finally, his eyes still on the crystal. “We need to tell them to find everything 
they can about Grisella Gremlaine.” 

Agatha’s skin prickled. That name. Grisella. She knew that name. 
Someone she’d met? Or learned about at school ...? 

The blue glow in the walls around them faded lighter, Dovey’s ball 
losing connection fast. 

“What happens when we run out of time?” Agatha asked, swiveling to 
her cat. 

But Reaper hadn’t heard Tedros’ order or Agatha’s question, his 
attention locked on a tiny crystal between his paws. 

“Wait a second. That’s me,” said Sophie, kneeling towards it before 
Agatha and Tedros did the same. 


Inside the crystal, Sophie was waiting by the Gnomeland stump in the 
same white dress she wore now. The sky was dark, the Woods blacked out 
around her. 

Sophie glanced at Agatha and Tedros. “This must be when I first came 
with Robin and then went back to look for you—” 

“No. It’s not,” said Tedros sharply. 

Because in the crystal’s scene, Sophie wasn’t going to look for her 
friends. She was pacing by the stump, her eyes darting around the Woods, 
making sure no one had seen her. Then her body froze, suddenly bathed in 
flamelight, which grew brighter and brighter. . . . 

A blue-and-gold carriage, lit by torches and carved with Camelot's 
crest, entered the crystal’s frame, slowing down as it approached Sophie. 
There was a boy inside the carriage, his face shadowed as the driver pulled 
the horses to a stop. 

The carriage door opened. 

Sophie climbed in next to the boy. 

The driver whipped the horses and the carriage reversed direction, back 
towards Camelot, as the shadowy boy and Sophie rode away, the leaves of 
the Woods dusting up behind them. 

The scene went dark, before it began to replay. 

Slowly, three pairs of eyes, two friends’ and a cat’s, all shifted to 
Sophie. Agatha’s heart pumped harder, her neck on fire. She looked at 
Sophie as if she were a stranger. 

“You think I’d go back to the castle? To . . . him?” Sophie spluttered. 

“You went back to Rafal the same way!” Tedros attacked. “The same 
exact way. Leaving Agatha and me behind, in the middle of the night, in 
secret.” 

“But I loved Rafal!” Sophie bit back, her cheeks pink. “I’d never go 
back to Rhian! Rhian’s a monster! He tried to kill both of you!” 

“While you stood by his side!” Tedros pounced. “While you fought for 
him!” 

“Pretended to fight for him!” Sophie shouted. “Everything I’ve done 
has been to put you back on the throne—” 

“Yes, me, the rot. The rot you said should have been killed,” Tedros 
lashed. 

“You can’t think this is real. You can’t think it’s true,” Sophie said, her 
mouth trembling. She turned to Agatha and clasped her shoulders. “Aggie, 


please...” 

Tedros glowered at Sophie, so sure it was the truth. And for the briefest 
of moments, so did her best friend... . 

Then Agatha’s heart slowed, the heat seeping out of her. 

“No,” she exhaled. “It’s not true.” 

Sophie let go of her, caving in relief. 

Tedros shook his head. “You always trust her, Agatha. Always. And it’s 
nearly killed us a thousand times.” 

“But it hasnt killed us,” said Agatha calmly. “And the reason why is 
Staring at us, crystal clear. I’ve been searching through Sophie’s memories, 
just like I have yours and mine. And the difference between Sophie’s 
memories and ours is that she wishes she’d done the right thing all those 
times she didn’t. She wishes she’d been Good again and again and again. 
That’s why she’s my friend. Because I know what’s in her heart, beneath all 
her mistakes. And this future here? To return to a boy she doesn’t love and 
destroy everything she’s been fighting for? To throw away the friendships 
she’s given her life to build? It’s the darkest kind of Evil. And that kind of 
Evil... That's not Sophie.” 

She squeezed Sophie’s clammy hand. Sophie smeared away tears. 

Tedros tensed, veins straining against skin. “Agatha, if you’re wrong... 
imagine if you're wrong...” 

“She’s not wrong,” Sophie rasped. “I swear on my own life. She’s not 
wrong.” 

But Agatha wasn’t looking at them anymore. 

Her eyes were on a single crystal, suspended in midair at the bottom 
comer of the phantom, where Reaper had batted down all the others. 

It caught her eye because this crystal was different. 

It wasn’t a scene of her, Sophie, or Tedros. 

It wasn’t a scene of her cat. 

It was a scene of someone else. 

Someone whose soul the ball shouldn’t have recognized at all. 

“Huh?” said Tedros, examining it over his shoulder. “Definitely a 
mistake—” 

“I’m going inside,” Agatha declared, touching the crystal. 

“No! Dovey’s ball will go dark any second!” Reaper warned. “You’re 
the only one who can reopen it, Agatha! If you’re inside a crystal when the 
ball loses connection, you’ll be trapped inside the scene forever!” 


But Agatha was gazing firmly into her crystal’s center. 

“No, you don’t!” Sophie hissed, seizing her hand. “You’re staying right 
here—” 

Blue light clobbered both of them and again Agatha’s chest suffered the 
blow, her lungs crumpling like parchment, before solid ground appeared 
under her feet. Blinded by light, she couldn’t see, her mind a globby puddle, 
too weak to revive. As the blue glow dulled, she peeled her eyelids open 
and found Sophie by her side, just as battered and gripping onto her. Pallid 
and shaking, Sophie glared at Agatha, about to chastise her for putting them 
both at risk— 

Sophie stopped cold. 

They were in a room Agatha knew: the walls covered in gold and 
crimson silkprint, matching the rug on the dark wood floor; the chairs 
refinished with Lion crests woven into the gold cushions; a bed curtained in 
red and gold. 

I’ve been here, she thought, still disoriented. 

Her mind locked in. 

Of course. 

Camelot. 

The king’s bedroom. 

Agatha and Sophie craned their heads out from behind a standing lamp 


Rhian lay on the bed, his body cased in plaster, his face mummified by 
bloody towels so only his blackened eyes and gashed lips were visible. 

His brother was feeding him broth, his gold-and-blue suit soaked in 
Rhian’s blood. 

“T should have stayed behind,” said Japeth softly. “I never should have 
left you here alone with that... . she-wolf.” 

Rhian’s voice came out gritty and weak. “No. She fought for me. She 
was on our side. They must have taken her hostage. Agatha and the rebels 

“You fool. You don’t think she was in on it?” the Snake blistered. “She 
conspired with the rebels before the execution. To pretend to be on your 
side. To act your loyal princess. She played you like the sweetest harp.” 

Blood oozed out of Rhian’s lips. “If that’s true, then why did the pen 
choose her? Why did the pen choose her to be my queen?” 

Japeth didn’t answer. 


“She’s meant to be with me, brother,” Rhian rasped. “She’s meant to 
help us get what we want. What you want. To bring the one we love back 
from the dead.” 

Agatha’s heart stopped. 

Sophie’s hand clamped hers like a vise. 

The one we love? 

Back from the dead? 

Between the gap in the bed-curtains, the two boys were still, Rhian’s 
pained breaths the only sound in the room. 

Japeth touched his brother’s lips. “There’s only one way to find out the 
truth. Pll ride to find Sophie. If the pen is right, then she’ll be trying to find 
her way back to you. She’ll be on her own. But if she’s with Agatha and 
Tedros, the three of them thick as thieves, then the pen was wrong. And Pl 
bring her heart back in a box.” His jaw sharpened. “Pl bring you all three 
of their hearts.” 

Rhian struggled for air. “And...and...if you don’t find her?” 

“Oh, Pl find her.” His brother morphed into his shiny black suit of eels. 
“Because my scims will search every crevice and cave and hole in the 
Woods until they do.” 

Agatha and Sophie turned to each other, panicked— 

They knocked heads, sending Agatha reeling into the lamp, which 
rattled against the wall. 

Agatha rubbed her skull. “I thought we couldn’t affect things inside the 
crystals,” she said, eyeing the lamp askew. “I thought we were ghosts—” 

“Aggie,” Sophie croaked. 

“Mmm?” Agatha said, turning. 

Sophie wasn't looking at her. She was looking ahead, her face milk- 
white. 

Through the slit in the bed’s curtains, Rhian was staring right at them. 

So was Japeth. 

“They see us,” said Sophie. 

“Don't be an idiot. They can't see us,” Agatha scoffed. 

Japeth bolted to his feet, teeth bared. 

“They see us,” Agatha gasped. 

Hundreds of scims flew off the Snake’s body, ripping straight for the 
two girls” heads— 


But Agatha was already falling backwards into darkness, her best friend 
screaming and holding on for dear life. 


20 
HORT 
The House at Number 63 


Hort tried to ignore the posters, but it was impossible when there was one 
pinned to every single orange tree lining the Rue du Palais. 


WANTED 
All Current Students & Teachers of The School for Good and Evil 


REWARD: 60 Gold Pieces for Each Soul, Dead or Alive 


BY ORDER OF 
KING DUTRA OF FOXWOOD 





Kids their age in prim Foxwood School uniforms loitered by the trees, 
just out of school, guzzling glass bottles of orange soda and sharing gummy 
chews and sugar sticks. 

“How we supposed to tell one of those School of Good and Evil stiffs 
from a sorry sop on the street?” asked a red-haired boy, inspecting the 
poster. 

“They got that glowing finger,” said a girl, reapplying lipstick in a 
pocket mirror. “The one they use for spells.” 

“For sixty gold smacks, Pll make my own finger glow and turn myself 
in,” a dark-skinned boy said, eyeing Hort as he passed. 

Hort picked up his pace. The boy was right. For sixty gold pieces, Hort 
would turn in his own mother. (If he knew who his mother was. Anytime 
he’d asked his dad, he’d got a grumble or a slap.) Hort glanced at his 
girlfriend, walking with him, expecting her to be just as alarmed by the high 
price on their heads. 


“The boys in this kingdom are all so handsome,” Nicola marveled at the 
well-dressed crowd on the Rue du Palais, Foxwood’s tree-lined 
thoroughfare of shops, inns, and pubs, leading up to the king’s palace. 
There seemed to be a uniform here, even for non-students: women wore 
solid dresses in a spectrum of colors, while men wore tailored suits in the 
same unpatterned shades. The sum effect made Hort feel like he was at a 
paint shop, trying to pick the perfect hue. Nicola ogled two passing boys, 
muscles barely contained by their suits. “Seriously, every single one looks 
like a prince.” 

“You can have ’em,” Hort grumbled, picking at his new blue pants, 
wedged up his bottom. “Foxwood is known for good-looking blokes, who 
are boring, brownnosing, and can’t think for themselves. Just take Kei and 
Chaddick. Both from Foxwood, both pretty-faced sidekicks, working for 
twits. Nic, there’s a lot of people here. Maybe we should wait until dark—” 

“Tedros is not a twit and Chaddick is dead. Have some respect,” Nicola 
chided, walking faster in her new beige dress. “And we can’t wait until dark 
because we need to get inside the Foxwood School for Boys and look for 
Rhian’s files. Rhian told Tedros he was a student there.” 

“But Merlin tried already and couldn’t find any files for Rhian,” Hort 
pointed out, itching at his hair. “I say we poison the Foxwood king instead. 
Robin said he was the first coward to burn his ring, plus if we kill him, no 
one can pay the sixty gold pieces for our heads.” 

“We are not killing a king who has nothing to do with our mission,” 
Nicola retorted. “Reaper told us to find out about Rhian and his brother’s 
past. And Rhian told Tedros he was a student in Arbed House. We have to 
at least check it out.” 

“I thought Rhian went to the Foxwood School for Boys.” 

“Arbed House is in the Foxwood School for Boys. It’s a dormitory,” 
Nicola said impatiently. “Didn’t Tedros explain all this to you?” 

“Tedros and I had a conversation once,” said Hort. “I spent the whole 
time farting silently, hoping it might suffocate him.” 

Nicola side-eyed him. “Arbed House is where parents in Foxwood hide 
their children who they fear are Evil. So Evil they’re afraid the School 
Master might kidnap them. No parent here wants a famous villain as a 
child. So Dean Brunhilde magically conceals these wayward children from 
the School Master so he never knows they exist. The Dean doesn’t tell her 


Arbed kids they’re Evil, though. Does her best to turn their souls Good.” 
Nicola paused. “Clearly she failed with Rhian.” 

“If Rhian was her student at all,” Hort reminded. “No files, remember?” 

“Kei was a student in Arbed House too. So was Aric. And we know 
Japeth and Aric were close friends,” said Nicola. “Look, I know it’s a 
stretch, but it’s worth a shot. All we have to do is find Dean Brunhilde and 
ask if she knows Rhian.” 

“Can we trust her?” 

“Merlin and I talked before he was captured. He told me Dean 
Brunhilde was a friend of his. If she’s a friend of Merlin, then she’s a friend 
of ours—” 

A gorgeous black boy reading the latest edition of the Foxwood Forum 
grinned at Nicola as she passed. Nicola smiled back. 

“This is why Nevers only date Nevers,” Hort crabbed, scratching his 
hair harder. “Nevers don’t flirt with boys on the street and they don’t turn 
down the chance to kill a king.” 

“Ten minutes ago, you were kissing me in the fitting room of Le Bon 
Marché and now you’re acting like I forced you to be my boyfriend,” said 
Nicola, noticing Hort clawing at his head. “Ugh, I told you not to mess with 
it. The point was to blend in. Robin gave each group ten gold pieces to 
spend and I used less than one to buy this dress so I’d look like a Foxwood 
girl. And you not only choose a suit that costs nine gold pieces, but then 
you go and do...” She pointed at his hair. “. . . that.” 

“Well, you’re a first-year Reader who no one knows, but I’m famous,” 
Hort insisted, itching his dyed, bright blond hair and walking tall in a spiffy 
prince-blue suit. “Everyone knows me from Sophie and Agatha’s 
storybook. I had to change my look.” 

“You look like vampire Tedros,” said Nicola. “Vampire Tedros with 
lice.” 

Hort scowled. “I look like a Foxwood boy and I blend in here better 
than you!” 

A group of kids sidled up to him. The same ones he’d seen by the tree. 

“What are you like?” Lipstick Girl sniggered, pawing his suit. 

“Like a cream puff gone bad,” said the redheaded boy, ruffling Hort’s 
hair. 

“Or one of those knobs from that school . . . ,” said the dark boy, 
peering at him. 


Someone kicked Hort in the backside. 

Hort’s finger glowed blue, about to fire at their heads— 

Nicola seized Hort’s hand, obscuring it. “Excuse me, is this the right 
way to the palace?” she asked the bullies. “We have an appointment with 
the king. My father’s his Minister of... Poutine. What are your names? Pll 
be sure to mention your kindness to him.” 

The kids gave each other anxious looks and dispersed like flies. 

Hort exhaled, knowing he’d been one second from giving himself away 
and ending up back in Rhian’s hands. 

“Thanks,” he sighed to Nicola. “You saved me.” 

“Saved us. Because that’s what Evers do,” she said, tugging at his blond 
bangs. “Even if their Never boyfriend looks like a cockatoo.” 

Hort puffed at his hair. “What’s a Minister of Poutine?” 

Nicola nodded at a sign, hanging outside a shop. 


POUTINE PUB 
Best Cheesy Potatoes in Town! 


“Can we stop inside?” Hort asked. 

“No,” said Nicola. 

Hort took her hand. 

With her ebony skin and festoon of curls, Nicola didn’t resemble Sophie 
in the slightest, the only girl Hort had ever loved before, but Nic and Sophie 
both had a supreme confidence and wicked humor, neither of which Hort 
possessed. Is that why he liked them? Is that why you like anybody? 
Because they have what you don’t? Or was it that Nicola appreciated him 
when he was scrawny or pimply or in a bad mood, while other girls—girls 
like Sophie—only paid attention when he was pumped with muscle and 
playing the rebel to Tedros’ prince? Maybe that was it, Hort thought: Nicola 
reminded him of Sophie, with her wit and moxie and charm, without all the 
bad parts of Sophie. And yet, the bad parts of Sophie were why he’d liked 
Sophie in the first place, just like Nicola didn’t mind the bad parts of 
him.... 

“We turn left on Rue de l’École, right before the palace gates,” said 
Nicola. 

Ahead of them, more students in Foxwood School uniforms came onto 
Rue du Palais, buzzing and dispersing into cliques. A few joined the packed 


crowd at a tent selling Lion merchandise: coins, pins, mugs, hats in tribute 
to King Rhian. Hort remembered the same Lion mementos worn by the 
people outside the Blessing, from kingdoms around the Woods. They must 
be selling this stuff everywhere, he thought. 

“School just got out. Hurry!” said Nicola, pushing Hort past the tent. 
“We need to find Dean Brunhilde.” 

A smatter of young schoolboys pooled in front of the palace gates, 
tossing candy crumbs at pigeons idling on gold-paved stone inside. A 
palace guard butted the boys aside with the hilt of his sword and they ran 
off, whimpering. 

“Turn here,” said Nicola, hooking left at a corner. 

But Hort’s eyes were still on the guard, manning the gates with a second 
one, the two of them in shiny new armor, swords at the ready. 

“Nic, look at their armor,” Hort whispered. 

Nicola peered at a familiar Lion crest carved into the guards’ steel 
breastplates. “Odd. Why would Foxwood guards be wearing Camelot armo 


„ 


Hort yanked her behind a wall. 

“What?” Nicola gasped. “What is it?” 

Hort peeked an eye out and Nicola peeped over his shoulder at the two 
guards’ faces, sunlit through their open helmets. 

Not guards. 

Pirates. 

And one of them was glaring right at the corner they’d just turned from. 

“Ya see somethin’?” Aran asked, a pigeon pecking at his boot. 

“Coulda sworn I saw one of ’em Tedros-lovin’ freaks. The weasel- 
face,” said Beeba. “But his hair’s gone yellow.” 

“Mush fer brains, you got. Even that twit’s smarter than to show his face 
"round ’ere with a bounty on his head,” Aran grouched. “I hate bein’ in the 
same place all day like a pile-a-bones. Can’t we go back to sackin’ 
kingdoms with Japeth?” 

“Fancy King Foxwood melted his ring, so now we have to protect *im,” 
said Beeba, yawning. 

The pigeon pecked at Aran again. He stabbed it with his sword. “Protect 
im from what? We’re the ones who attack—” 

“Shhh! Don’t ’cha remember what Japeth said? Everyone’s gotta think 
that Agatha ’n her mates are the ones tearin’ up kingdoms so their leaders’ II 


beg Camelot for protection. All they gotta do to get protection is burn their 
rings,” said Beeba. “That’s why Japeth sent men to sack Hamelin, 
Ginnymill, and Maidenvale—’cause their kings still wearin’ theirs. Wish 
we could be doin’ the sackin’. Love the feelin’ of an Ever’s face under my 
boot.” She glanced behind her. “King Melty-Ring’s comin’. Quick, act 
proper-like.” 

She and Aran lowered their helmets, leaving only their eyes visible, as a 
procession of carriages topped with Foxwood flags rode up the driveway 
from the castle, stopping just inside the gates. The window of one of the 
carriages slid down and King Dutra of Foxwood appeared, his face still 
battered from the battle at Camelot. 

“Duke of Hamelin sent a dove. His daughter was killed by masked 
rebels,” he said breathlessly. “Any sign of trouble?” 

“No, and there won’t be, Your Highness,” Aran assured. “As long as 
we're here, you're safe.” 

“Duke has since burned his ring and sworn loyalty to King Rhian. 
Should have done it sooner. Now he’s lost his daughter,” the king said, 
shaking his head. “How’s King Rhian?” 

“Recovering, sire,” said Beeba, her vowels crisp. “His brother is at his 
side and helping with the kingdom’s business.” 

The king nodded soberly. “Long live the Lion!” 

“Long live the Lion!” the guards echoed. 

They pulled opened the gates and the king’s convoy rode down the Rue 
du Palais and out of sight. 

“They’re killing people, Hort. They’re killing princesses and blaming it 
on us,” Nicola breathed as Hort dragged her away from the palace and 
down Rue de l’École, weaving through groups of school children. “Rhian’s 
willing to murder innocent people to make rulers destroy their rings!” 

“We need proof that Rhian isn’t who he says he is. And we need it 
now,” Hort fumed. “Proof we can show the people. Which means we’re not 
leaving this kingdom until we find it.” 

He pulled Nicola along, trying to convince himself that they could 
succeed where Merlin had failed . . . that they could expose Rhian and take 
him down . . . that they could save this fairy tale from a very wrong end.... 

But as the Foxwood School for Boys came into view, a gray stone 
cathedral draped in silhouette, Hort saw a tall woman in a turban blocking 


its doors, her arms crossed, the whites of her eyes glowing through the 
shadows, locking on the two strangers walking towards her... 
And suddenly Hort didn’t feel very convinced at all. 


UP CLOSE, THE woman in a rose-pink turban and robes had tan skin with 
deep lines around the mouth, chilly brown eyes, and brows so thin and 
arched it gave her a permanently suspicious expression. 

“We’re looking for Dean Brunhilde,” said Hort, lowering his voice to 
sound more imposing. “Is she in?” 

The woman crossed her arms tighter. The only sounds were the snip, 
snip of a gardener, pruning the hedges next to the stairs, and the slup, slup 
of a cleaner on a ladder, scrubbing the school’s gray stone. 

“Dean Brunhilde of Arbed House,” Nicola clarified. 

Snip, snip. Slup, slup. 

Hort cleared his throat. “Um...” 

“Do you have an appointment?” the woman asked. 

“Well—” Nicola started. 

“I'm the Headmistress of this school and seeing a Dean requires an 
appointment,” the woman cut in. “Particularly for children from other 
kingdoms, pretending to look like they belong in this one. What school do 
you attend? Are you even Evers?” 

Hort and Nicola exchanged glances, unsure whose turn it was to lie. 

“We’ve had a string of attacks in Foxwood. The whole Woods is under 
assault by rebels. Good people have died,” the woman said, hot with 
emotion. “The king has ordered all citizens to report suspicious activity to 
the Camelot guards—” 

“Mother, I’m taking Caleb to play rugby in the park,” a voice breezed, 
and Hort lifted his eyes to a strapping boy with curly brown hair in a 
Foxwood school uniform, sixteen or seventeen, ushering his younger 
brother, also in uniform, past the woman and out of the school. He 
whispered into his mother’s ear. “Started crying during his history class. 
They were learning about Camelot’s knights and well, you know...” 

“T can hear you,” sniffled Caleb, his cheeks pink. 

“Be home before seven, Cedric,” said the woman tightly. “Your father’s 
making supper and I don’t want you and Caleb out when it’s dark.” 

“Now you’re sounding like Aunt Grisella,” Cedric sighed, brushing by 
Hort and Nicola, hugging his brother to his side. “Maybe we’ll pick up a 


meat pie on the way home.” He peeked back at his mother. “If Father’s 
making supper.” 

A smile cracked through the woman’s hard features as she watched her 
two sons go, her eyes softening, then turning mournful. She noticed Hort 
and Nicola still standing there and her imperious stiffness returned. “The 
school is closed for the day. You may write my office to schedule an 
appointment with Dean Brunhilde for a future date. Now please leave 
before I call the king’s guards,” she said, scuttling past them and down the 
stairs. Hort watched her accost the gardener— 

“Caleb and Cedric went to the park. Keep an eye on them,” she told him 
quietly, handing the gardener a few silver coins. 

“Cedric’s a grown man, Mistress Gremlaine,” he said. “He don’t need 
me over his shoulder—” 

She squeezed his arm. “Please.” 

The man searched her face. “Of course, miss,” he said, gently. He 
slipped the coins back in her hand. “If I was in your shoes, I’m sure I’d do 
the same.” 

He put down his shears and hustled after the boys, while Mistress 
Gremlaine stayed behind, that mournful gaze returning... . 

She frowned suddenly and swiveled towards the school steps, the door 
still open at the top, just as she’d left it. 

But Hort and Nicola were no longer there. 


“DID YOU HEAR what that man said? He called her Mistress Gremlaine,” 
Nicola whispered as they scurried through the entrance hall of the school, 
Hort peeping back nervously to make sure the woman wasn’t following 
them. 

“So what?” Hort said, lost in the maze of musty corridors and spiral 
staircases. “How do we know which one goes to the dorms—” 

“So what? Lady Gremlaine was Tedros’ steward at Camelot!” Nicola 
reminded him. “Suppose this Gremlaine’s related to her!” 

“Doesn’t help us get Rhian off the throne, so stop playing Detective Nic 
and start looking for a way to Arbed House,” said Hort, peering into 
deserted classrooms, reeking of sweat and mildew. He sneezed, his eyes 
watering from the veils of dust. On the outside, the Foxwood School for 
Boys looked like an elegant cathedral, the hedges pruned, the gray stone 
polished, but on the inside it felt like a decrepit church, the floorboards 


creaking, the walls covered in mold, and cracked plaques offering dubious 
advice: “HEADS UP AND FALL IN LINE”; “FOLLOW THE LEADER”; “RULES ARE 
THE SPICE OF LIFE.” Growing up, he’d thought of Foxwood as obscenely 
rich, given its steel trade, but clearly none of that wealth was going towards 
boys’ education. Even the old schoolhouse in Bloodbrook, the poorest 
realm in the Woods, was in better shape. It’s what he hated about Evers, 
Hort thought, recalling the workers sprucing up the school’s facade: so 
much of being Good was a show. You had to rip away the surface, past the 
Beautification lessons and noble intentions, to find out who an Ever really 
was. At least Nic wasn’t like that, he thought, as his girlfriend towed him to 
the end of the hall. Nic was more like a Never: too much herself to ever be 
able to hide it. 

Turning a corner, they were hit with sunlight from a scummy stained 
glass window, illuminating another plaque over their heads: “LOYALTY OVER 
BOLDNESS.” 

“No wonder every boy in this town becomes a sidekick,” Hort muttered. 

A door slammed somewhere close. 

Sharp heels clacked on stone. 

Hort’s stomach flipped. He pulled at Nicola’s arm, guiding her towards 
a staircase ahead, but Nic resisted, her eyes pinned through the stained 
glass. 

A redbrick, two-story cottage lay in the yard outside, apart from the rest 
of the school, surrounded by clean, neat grass. Hort glimpsed a sign on a 
stake in front of it: 


PERMITTED STUDENTS ONLY 
And in the comer of the sign, a signature. . . 
Dean Brunhilde 


“LET ME DO the talking,” Nicola whispered as Hort followed her into the 
foyer. 
“You’re a Reader. I know how to talk to real people,” Hort rebuffed. 
“And I'm the one who knows how to get what we need, so just smile 
and look pretty like the blond prince you are,” Nicola ordered. “And don’t 
touch anything.” 


Hort was certainly temped to. From the moment they’d come into the 
cottage, met with a clean breeze through the open windows, it was as if 
they’d left the school and stepped into Mother Goose’s den. Cozy patterned 
rugs covered the floor, appointed with rocking chairs and soft couches. 
Potted lilies and fiddle trees bloomed near a spiral staircase, the bookcases 
behind it teeming with storybooks. Hort fingered a heavy blanket on the 
couch, furry and soft. He could feel his eyes closing. All he wanted to do 
was gorge on cheesy potatoes and hide under the blanket. The lighting 
wasn’t helping: a sleepy orange glow seeping from dozens of glass-cased 
candles. 

Then Hort noticed the picture frames, peppered across the tables and 
mantel. In every portrait, there was a stout, dark-skinned woman with 
beehive hair posed with a group of boys. Hort bent over, peering at more of 
these portraits. In each one, the boys changed but the woman remained, 
presiding over a new group. 

Dean Brunhilde, Hort thought, moving to the last portrait on the 
mantel. ... 

His stomach dropped. 

He picked up the frame— 

Nicola slapped his hand. Then she saw what he was looking at and 
snatched it from him. 

In the picture, Dean Brunhilde stood with a class of eight boys, all 
teenagers. 

Four weren’t familiar. But the other four were, huddled in the corner 
with mischievous grins, like a band of thieves. 

A boy with angled eyes and a square jaw. 

Kei. 

A boy with violet eyes, spiky black hair, and sculpted muscles. 

Aric. 

A boy with copper hair, pale skin, and cold blue eyes. 

Japeth. 

And next to him .. . a boy with the same face. 

Rhian. 

Slowly Hort and Nicola looked at each other. 

Rhian had told the truth. 

He’d been here. 

They’d all been here. 


In this house. 

This is where it began. 

Chills swept up Hort’s spine— 

“You must be lost,” said a voice, and Hort jumped out of his skin. 

A boy in a school uniform came out of the next room, fourteen or 
fifteen with black hair, sunken eyes, and misshapen teeth, wielding a fistful 
of steak knives. 

Nicola recoiled, bumping into Hort, who shoved the portrait behind his 
back. 

“No one comes to Arbed House unless they’re lost,” said a younger boy, 
emerging next to the first, clutching forks and spoons. “Or if they want to 
steal our tea. We have the best tea: mint, assam, rose, tulsi, eucalyptus, 
licorice, cardamom, chamomile... .” 

“Arjun and I are setting the table for dinner before the rest of the boys 
get back,” the older one cut in. “I can show you to Mistress Gremlaine’s 
office—” 

“NO,” blurted their two guests. 

Nicola cleared her throat. “We have an appointment with Dean 
Brunhilde.” 

“Tt’s important,” Hort added. 

Nicola gave him a look. Let me handle it, it said. 

But Hort was on edge. That portrait spooked him. Something happened 
in this house. Something that made Rhian, Japeth, Kei, and Aric band 
together and become killers. The answer was here. And they had to find it. 

“The Dean isn’t in,” said the older boy. 

“Took the others to buy pins from the market,” the younger boy prattled, 
a ball of baby fat. “She loves those pins. Been giving them to us as a 
reward. To keep us doing good deeds. Emilio and I already got ours.” 

“Our guests don’t need every detail of our lives, Arjun,” Emilio sighed, 
looking back at Hort and Nicola. “T’ll tell the Dean you came by.” 

“We’ll wait for her outside,” said Hort, heading for the door, anxious to 
talk to his girlfriend alone— 

Nicola yanked him back by his collar and Hort squawked. “Actually, 
we’ll wait for her here,” she said. 

Hort looked at Nicola, confused. 

Emilio frowned. “I’m not sure when she’!] be ba—” 


“Oooh, they can help us make supper!” Arjun said excitedly. “Girls are 
good at cooking!” 

Hort could see Nicola gritting her teeth. 

“Arjun, that wouldn’t be appropriate,” said Emilio. 

“But we never get company! Rest of the school thinks we’re Evil!” 
Arjun insisted, turning to Hort. “You know, cause we’re separate from ’em 
and live at the school instead of going home to our parents. But we know 
the truth: that we’re the best souls. That’s why our parents sent us to Dean 
Brunhilde for training—” 

“Mind if I ask your names?” Emilio asked, appraising his guests. 

Hort answered: “Oh, we’re two friends of Merl—” 

Nicola pinched him and Hort bit back a yelp. 

Then he saw it. 

On the two boys’ lapels. 

Their pins for doing good deeds. 

Lion pins. 

Hort’s heart stopped. Nicola’s clammy hand grazed his. 

“She loves those pins...” 

Dean Brunhilde might have been a friend of Merlin’s once. 

But not anymore. 

Because Dean Brunhilde was clearly on King Rhian’s side. 

“So?” Emilio asked, his eyes sharpening. 

“Yes?” Hort squeaked like a rat. 

“Who are you?” Emilio repeated, colder this time. 

“Oh, my boyfriend’s a former student of the Dean’s,” said Nicola 
smoothly, nodding at Hort. “Must have graduated just before you started. 
Now working as a guard for King Rhian. We’ve come to surprise her with 
the news.” 

“I thought you said you had an appointment,” Arjun pipped. 

“We do,” said Nicola, smoothing her dress, “but the news is a surprise. 
Apologies, but it’s been a long journey and I need to sit down. We’ll just 
wait in the Dean’s office until she returns.” 

Emilio bristled. “I don’t think that’s—” 

“She’ll be thankful you took good care of us. Don’t worry, keep on with 
supper duty and we’ll show ourselves there,” said Nicola, scooting past the 
staircase towards the hall. 

“But her office is on the second floor!” said Arjun. 


“Of course it is,” said Nicola, turning on her heel, Hort scurrying up the 
steps behind her. 


“FOUND THEM,” Hort breathed, scavenging through a cabinet, pulling out 
stacks of leather-bound files and spreading them on the floor, soot spiking 
off the covers. “Labeled by name, but not in any order.” 

“Rhian would have been a student recently. Maybe he’s at the top,” said 
Nicola, seated at the Dean’s desk, picking through her papers. 

They’d found Dean Brunhilde’s office at the end of the hall, but they 
hadn’t anticipated what a mess it would be: books and notes everywhere, 
drained mugs with soggy tea bags, vases of flowers that had been dead for 
years, and a pervasive layer of dust that fogged up the room. How can a 
Dean be so squalid? Then Hort remembered his own dad, who was so busy 
taking care of other pirates that his personal quarters were a wreck. 
Kneeling on the floor, Hort rifled through the files, searching the labels for 
Rhian’s name: ATTICUS... GAEL... THANASI... LUCAS... MISCHA... 
KEI... 

“DEAR MERLIN—” 

Hort wheeled in shock and saw Nicola leap at a brown chestnut 
bouncing around the desk like a jumping bean, the two sides of the nut 
flapping open as it spoke: “PVE TRIED TO SEND THIS MESSAGE 
SEVERAL TIMES—” 

Hort lunged for the nut, swiped it into one hand, and crushed the two 
sides shut, silencing it. 

He and Nic stood frozen, listening to the hallway through the closed 
door. 

It remained quiet. 

“What is that?” Nic whispered, pointing at Hort’s hand. 

“A squirrelly nut,” said Hort. “Safer than a letter, because there’s no 
paper trail. Squirrel delivers the message and eats the nut, so there’s no 
evidence it was ever sent. My dad got them from Hook all the time.” 

“That message was for Merlin. We need to hear it!” Nicola insisted. 
“How do we play it softer?” 

“Whole point of a squirrelly nut is the message can’t be preserved,” said 
Hort. “If you try to open it with your hands, it plays at twenty times the 
volume, which lets everyone know the recipient is a cheat. Only way to 


open the message without a squirrel is to do it the way a squirrel does. Like 
this.” 

He raised the chestnut like a magician about to do a magic trick and 
popped it in his mouth. The woody edges chafed against his cheeks, but the 
nut slid open and a warm bubble of air floated out and pressed against his 
throat. He closed his eyes and someone else’s words and voice came out of 
him in a low, hushed tone. 

“Dear Merlin, I’ve tried to send this message several times, but even 
Mistress Gremlaine’s squirrel can’t find you and hers is the best in 
Foxwood. I’m aware King Rhian, my once-student, has you in captivity as a 
traitor for supporting Tedros’ claim to the throne. And though I hate to 
admit it, Merlin, I believe Rhian’ actions justified. I didn’t know he was 
Arthur’ heir, but I was his Dean for years and I know his soul. You might 
think him Evil for all that has transpired, but that is because you and your 
ward, Tedros, believe you are on the side of Good. Yet Excalibur chose 
Rhian and Excalibur does not lie. It knows, as I do, that Rhian will make a 
great king. Just look at how he’s handled the behavior of his own brother. 
That alone proves the Goodness of Rhian’s soul. 

As for Rhian’s files, I know you sent a snoop spell to my office to find 
them. My students’ files are secret, as you know, since you were the one who 
helped me brew the teas that kept their souls invisible from the School 
Master. (I still make them drink the tea, even with him dead; you can never 
be too careful.) But regardless of our friendship, you have no right to snoop 
in my office, which you well know, otherwise you wouldn't have resorted to 
criminal means. The reason you didnt find Rhian’s files, however, is 
because I keep them with his brother’s, which I’ve now moved to a secure 
location, untouchable by your magic. 

I do wish you the best, Merlin, whatever your condition, but the sooner 
you align with the king and swear your loyalty to him, the sooner you will 
be on the side of Good. True Good. 

Best wishes . . . Brunhilde.” 

The nut went spongy in Hort’s mouth and dissolved down his throat, 
Sweet and earthy. 

He opened his eyes. 

“His files aren’t here, then,” said Nicola, panicked. “She moved them. 
Somewhere we won’t find them.” She grabbed Hort’s wrist. “We have to 
leave before she comes back!” 


“Wait,” said Hort, kneeling down to the files on the floor. He picked up 
the one labeled: KEI. “Just because Rhian’s files aren't here, doesn’t mean 
we can’t find something in one of his friends’.” 

He pulled open the leather folder as Nicola dropped next to him. Hort 


read the first page of notes. 


Father: Footman for King Dutra 

Mother: Kei is disturbed; cold, emotionless, no love towards sisters 

Father thinks it’s a phase: says Kei loves Camelot & King Arthur; 
wants to be a Camelot guard 

Agree on 1-year trial in Arbed House 


Hort flipped to the next page. 


Rhian & Kei: constant Camelot role-play (Kei believes R’s delusions 
that he’s king); Others, incl. RJ, bully Kei for believing R 


Separate Kei & R? 

Hort moved to the next page. 

Kei: chosen for Ever Guard Trials 
Then— 

Kei & R no longer speaking 


The rest of Kei’s file tracked his performance in the Trials, leading up to 
his selection by Camelot as a guard at the royal castle. 

Hort bit his lip. So Rhian had known that he was Camelot’s king when 
he was at school. Only no one at school believed him, except Kei. So why 
had Kei and Rhian become estranged? Had Kei stopped believing Rhian? 
Only to later return to Rhian’s side? That would explain Rhian’s comment 
to his captain at the castle, when Kei failed to catch Agatha: “But if you’re 
going to be the weak link, especially after I took you back...” 

Was that also why Dean Brunhilde believed Rhian’s soul was Good? 
Because she’d ignored his “delusions,” only to be proven wrong? 


Maybe that’s why Rhian was sent to Arbed House in the first place. 
Because he insisted to his parents that he was King Arthur’s heir... 
Because they thought him delusional, like the Dean did... But then where 
was Japeth in all this? 

“Hort,” Nicola said. 

He turned and saw her holding a file labeled: Arıc. 

The first page had more notes. 


Found starving & alone in Woods (age: 8? 9?) 

Raised by Mahut family (Aric attacked their daughter; murdered pets; 
burned down house) 

Brought to Arbed House for full rehabilitation 


Hort moved to the next page, the writing more scratchy and frantic. 
Spending too much time with RJ 

Then— 

Attempts to separate them failing 


There were no more pages in the file. 

“Who’s RJ?” Hort asked. “I thought you said Aric was friends with 
Japeth.” 

“Japeth is RJ’s middle name,” said Nicola. 

“How do you know?” said Hort. 

Nicola held up a faded envelope. 


R. JAPETH OF FOXWOOD 
62 STROPSHIRE ROAD 


It had already been opened. They read the letter inside. 
DEAR JAPETH, 


TRIED TO WRITE YOU AT SCHOOL. THAT WITCH DEAN 
PROBABLY KEPT MY LETTERS FROM YOU. BECAUSE I 
ATTACKED YOUR BROTHER. EVEN THOUGH I HAD FULL 


RIGHT. YOU KNOW I HAD FULL RIGHT. NOW PM 
EXPELLED FROM THE ONLY HOME I HAD. AND THE 
ONLY FRIEND. 

DEAN TRIED TO GET THAT FAMILY I LIVED WITH TO 
COME GET ME BUT THEY’D SOONER KILL THEMSELVES. 
SO THE SCHOOL DUMPED ME IN THE WOODS LIKE AN 
ANIMAL. LIKE MY MOTHER DID. WHAT’D I TELL YOU. 
PAST IS PRESENT AND PRESENT IS PAST. 

PM AT THE SCHOOL FOR BOYS NOW. THE OLD SCHOOL 
FOR EVIL. 

IT’S NOT THE SAME WITHOUT YOU. 

PM NOT THE SAME. 

COME FINDME. 

PLEASE. 

PLEASE. 





ARIC 


Hort’s palms dampened the parchment. He didn’t know why Aric’s 
letter bothered him. Maybe it was a sadistic monster sounding like he had 
feelings. Or maybe it was that line—“I attacked your brother”—and its 
suggestion that Rhian’s and Japeth’s history was about more than the two 
twins; that there’d been a boy between them, a boy who was now a ghost. 
Hort glanced edgily at his girlfriend. 

“Told you they were friends,” said Nicola. 

“This sounds a whole lot closer than friends,” said Hort. 

Voices echoed outside. The sounds of boys laughing, singing. 

Hort sprung up. From the Dean’s window, he could see them walking 
across the grass towards the cottage: eight boys, led by Dean Brunhilde. 

All of them wearing Lion pins. 

The Dean sang— “First we go to hoe our garden!”—and the boys 
chanted back: “Ya, ya, ya!” “Next we carry jugs of water!” “Ya, ya, ya!” 

Hort and Nicola gaped at each other, then at the mess they’d made on 
the floor. No time to clean it up. And no way to get out of this house 
without being caught. 

“Come on!” Nicola said, pulling Hort out of the room and into the hall. 

“Then we pound the yellow corn!” “Ya, ya, ya!” 


The door opened downstairs and the song cut off, Emilio’s and Arjun’s 
voices overlapping. ... 

A third voice boomed, matching the one from the nut: “IN MY 
OFFICE?” 

Footsteps slammed up the stairs. 

Nicola shoved Hort into a dark bathroom, the two of them barreling for 
the window as boots surged onto their floor. Hort counted to three with his 
fingers: on cue, both his and Nicola’s fingertips glowed, so brightly it 
spilled into the hall. Dean Brunhilde swung into the bathroom, steak knife 
raised— 

The last thing she saw was a black sparrow and a blond-headed squirrel 
leap out of the window, two pairs of colorful clothes floating down behind 
them. 


THE HOUSE WAS easy enough to find, once Nicola’s sparrow swiped a map of 
Foxwood from a market stall on the Rue du Palais, while Hort’s squirrel 
bounded along the street beneath. 

“62 Stropshire Road. That’s the same address Rhian gave Dovey when 
she asked where he lived,” Hort called to the sparrow after they’d made it to 
a quiet street. “Remember? Dovey questioned him when we were on the 
Igraine. He told us his parents’ names too. Levya and Rosalie.” 

“Rosamund,” said Nicola. 

“Even as a bird, you’re a know-it-all,” Hort sighed. 

Stropshire Road was on the outer bands of the Foxwood Vales, so 
peaceful and still that Hort could hear Nicola’s wings flutter as she drifted 
down to meet him in front of Rhian and Japeth’s old home. There was 
nothing special about the one-level cottage, perched in between other 
cottages that looked exactly the same. Shadows moved across the closed 
curtains, suggesting someone was inside. But first there was the matter of 
clothes, a problem that was solved by the squirrel and sparrow probing 
houses on an adjacent road until they found an unlocked window, snuck 
inside, and raided the closets. A few minutes later, dressed like average 
Foxwood folk, Hort and Nicola knocked on the door of House 62, and 
flashed polite smiles when it opened. 

A sweet-looking lady peeked out with gold-rimmed glasses. She had a 
Lion coin on a necklace around her neck. “Can I help you?” 

“You must be Rosamund?” said Nicola. 


“Y-y-yes,” the lady answered, surprised. 

“Lovely to meet you,” said Nicola. “We’re from the Foxwood Forum.” 

“Doing a story on King Rhian’s childhood,” said Hort. 

“Since you’re his mother, we thought we’d start with you,” said Nicola. 

“You must be very proud,” Hort smiled. “Mind if we come in?” 

Rosamund blinked. “Oh... I’m a-a-afraid there must be a mistake? I’m 
not King Rhian’s mother.” 

Hort stared at her. “But King Rhian gave us your address—” 

“Oh. He did?” Rosamund hesitated. “Well... it was a long time ago. I 
suppose there’s no harm in telling you now. Especially if the king gave 
permission. This was back when he was a boy. We had an arrangement with 
Rhian’s mother when Elle lived across the street. In House Number 63. She 
told Levya and I that she’d come to Foxwood to hide from the boys’ father. 
We could save her life by telling anyone who might ask that her boys were 
ours instead. Clearly Elle didn’t want the boys’ father to find her or his 
sons. Understandable, of course, now that I know she was raising the future 
king and liege of Camelot.” 

“You said her name was Elle?” Hort asked. 

“That’s the name she gave me,” said Rosamund. “But she was very 
private. I wouldn’t be surprised if it wasn’t her real name.” 

“How long did she live here?” Nicola pressed. 

“Ten years, maybe? From the last months of her pregnancy until she 
sent the boys off to school. Then she left and I never saw her again. It’s 
been ages.” 

“And what did Elle look like?” Hort hounded. 

“Tall, thin, dark hair. Lovely mouth and eyebrows. The last time I saw 
her at least,” said Rosamund. “Wish I could help, but she told me hardly 
anything about herself or the boys and they rarely left the house.” 

Hort glanced at Nicola, reading her face. Tall, thin, dark hair... Elle 
sounded a lot like Tedros’ steward. Lady Gremlaine, Hort remembered. 

He suddenly thought of something Mistress Gremlaine’s son said to her 
before he took his brother to the park: “Now you’re sounding like Aunt 
Grisella ...” 

Grisella, Hort thought. 

Ella. 

Elle. 


Lady Gremlaine must have raised the boys here in secret and put them 
in Arbed House before she returned to work in Camelot’s castle. 

“You said Elle lived in Number 63?” Nicola asked, turning back to 
Rosamund. 

“Right there,” the woman nodded, pointing at a house across the street. 
“Been empty for a long time now. Nothing to see at all.” 


A FEW MINUTES later, once Rosamund had gone back into her house, Hort 
and Nicola were already inside Number 63. 

It had been easy to break in, given the state of the house’s doors: 
waterlogged and splintered, the locks long broken. But the mission was a 
futile one. There was little left inside: no furniture, no clothes, no junk or 
trash or crumbs of food. The walls and floors had been bleached or 
repainted, even the ceiling, as if Grisella Gremlaine had wanted to leave no 
trace of her or the family that lived there. 

“She was right,” Hort sighed, leaning against a closet door. “Nothing 
here.” 

They heard voices outside and Nicola peered out the window to see 
three Foxwood guards in red uniforms coming down the road, knocking on 
each house, holding up crude sketches of her and Hort to the occupants. 

Nicola’s finger glowed. “Let’s go,” she said, mogrifying into a sparrow 
and hopping out of her puddle of clothes, towards the door. 

Hort closed his eyes, fingertip glowing blue, about to morph back into a 
squirrel and follow Nic out— 

But then he heard something. 

A strange sound. 

Coming from the closet in front of him. 

Rat-a-tat-tat. 

Rat-a-tat-tat. 

Hort opened his eyes. 

More rustling. More tapping. 

Against the back of the door. 

His skin went cold. 

Leave, his body told him. Leave now. 

Hort moved towards the closet. 

“What are you doing?” Nic’s sparrow hissed. “They’ll catch us!” 


But Hort’s hand was already reaching out, his heart vibrating in his 
chest, as his sweaty palm curled around the knob and pulled it open— 

A single blue butterfly flung out from inside, skeletal, dried up, flying 
madly around Hort’s head with one last rush of life... 

Then it fell at his feet, dead. 


AGATHA 
Blood Crystal 


For a moment, Agatha thought she was on a cloud. 

She raised her head, her body sprawled on a sea of white pillows across 
the floor of an elegant chamber. Through a window above her, the blue 
glow of King Teapea’s palace mixed with the distant lights of Gnomeland’s 
metropolis. She didn’t know how long she’d been asleep or who had put her 
in warm pajamas or in this bed, but she saw now that she hadn’t been 
sleeping alone. 





There was the imprint of a body in the pillows next to her, a few long 
blond hairs snaking around the silk. 

Sophie’s ruffled white lace dress lay dumped in a corner. 

Suddenly Agatha remembered everything: she and Sophie in the 
crystal... Rhian believing Sophie was on his side . . . Japeth promising his 
brother he’d find her... and if he found Sophie with Agatha and Tedros, 
he’d murder all three. . . 

That’s when Japeth had seen them. 

Inside the crystal. 


He and his brother had seen Sophie with Agatha. 

Which could only mean one thing. 

The Snake was coming. 

Agatha flung out of the bed and found her black dress hanging in the 
closet, steamed and clean. 

She could hear voices from another room. 

Sophie, Tedros, and Reaper were sitting on a blanket, breakfast spread 
out around them as bleary-eyed gnome servants refilled the trays: almond- 
stuffed croissants, cinnamon toast, grilled cheese and tomato squares, 
broccoli and egg frittatas, buttercream pancakes. Tedros was already on his 
second plate of food, his hair wet from a bath. Sophie wore a stylish blue- 
and-red dress that seemed oddly familiar, but she wasn’t eating, her face 
tense. 

“His scims will find us,” Sophie insisted. “It's a matter of time.” 

“Beatrix’s team is on the lookout in the Woods. She, Reena, and Kiko 
are capable Evers,” said Reaper. “Plus, we’ll know when Gnomeland’s 
defenses have been breached—” A meow squeaked out of him and he 
rubbed at his throat. “Uma’s spell won’t last much longer. Once it wears off, 
PII no longer be able to speak to you.” 

“Rhian still thought I was loyal to him. I had him fooled,” said Sophie, 
giving Tedros a satisfied look. Then her face tightened. “He said something 
about wanting to bring someone back from the dead. Someone he and his 
brother loved.” 

“Back from the dead?” Tedros said, stunned. “Who?” 

“Never got the chance to find out,” Sophie admitted. “We knocked over 
a lamp and they saw us. Rhian and Japeth saw me with Agatha.” 

“But how? And why was there a scene of Rhian and his brother at all?” 
Tedros pushed. “The crystal only reads the souls of the people inside it. And 
they weren’t inside the ball with us.” 

“I had the same question,” said Agatha. 

They turned to her, standing under the archway. 

“Why didn’t you wake me up?” Agatha directed at Sophie. 

“You looked so peaceful for once,” Sophie said, smelling of fresh 
lavender. “Besides, I’m perfectly capable of briefing your cat and your 
boyfriend without you.” 

“You and Sophie emerged from the crystal barely conscious, just as the 
ball lost connection,” Reaper explained to Agatha. “Tedros pulled you both 


from the portal and he and my guards put you to bed.” 

“Tried to sleep too, but couldn’t really. Not without knowing what you 
two saw,” Tedros said to Agatha, his eyes haggard. “My mum and the 
Sheriff are sleeping. Been here stuffing my face, before Sophie came 
down.” 

Sophie noticed Agatha still glaring at her. “Like my dress, darling? 
Made it out of the rug in Reaper’s toilet, after I took a long lavender bath. 
Needed to extinguish the scent of that cursed white frock.” 

Agatha plopped onto the blanket. “Scims are coming for us. Kings are 
burning their rings. Reaper won’t speak much longer. We don’t have time to 
be sleeping or eating pancakes or taking lavender baths. We should be 
going back into the crystal and looking for answers.” 

“Or going back to the castle and killing Rhian while he’s down,” Tedros 
intoned, swiping another pancake. 

“The castle is surrounded by guards and the crystal needs more time to 
recharge, as I learned firsthand with Clarissa,” Reaper rebuffed. “If you 
were to go back in now, the connection would only last minutes. And it 
would be pointless until we understand: How could Rhian and his brother 
see you when they are at Camelot and you are here? And how could you 
knock over a lamp? It goes against the Rules of Time.” 

He raised a paw and yellow glow seeped out of it, casting words onto 
the blue wall. 


1. The Past is fiction. The Present is fact. 

2. The Past is memory. The Present is the moment. 
3. The Past is there. The Present is here. 

4. The Past is retained. The Present is released. 

5. The Past is weakness. The Present is power. 


“Rule #3,” said the cat. “If they saw you, then you were physically in 
the king’s bedroom. And you cannot physically be in Gnomeland and in 
Camelot at the same time.” He paused, his wrinkled lips twitching. 
“Unless ...unless...” 

“What?” Agatha, Sophie, and Tedros hounded. 


“Unless the ball recognizes Rhian’s or Japeth’s soul . . . even a sliver of 
it,” Reaper proposed. “If the ball recognizes one or both of their souls, then 
maybe the crystal believed them the ball’s rightful Second instead of 
Agatha. When you tried to enter their scene, it made your presence known. 
Like a defense system or an alarm. That’s what bent the Rules of Time—” 
His voice caught, another burp of meows floating out before he regained 
control. “It would also explain why the crystal had a scene of them inside: 
they might be far away from the ball, but their souls are always connected 
to it.” 

“Utter dog crap,” Tedros blustered, prompting a curdled expression 
from the cat. “There’s no way Rhian’s or Japeth’s soul is connected to 
Professor Dovey’s crystal ball—” 

“Unless they are related to her,” Reaper said coolly. “Past is Present and 
Present is Past. Lady Lesso used to say that to Agatha’s mother, when Callis 
was a teacher of Uglification at the School for Evil. Callis had recently 
found me in the Woods as a hungry kitten and nurtured me back to health. It 
unlocked something in her. She openly wondered to Lesso what it might be 
like to have a baby of her own one day. The Dean warned her: the sins of 
the parent can live on in the child. The soul lives on through the blood. It’s 
why Nevers make terrible parents.” 

“Past is Present and Present is Past. .. .” Sophie spoke softly, almost to 
herself. “Rhian said that to me.” 

Dread fluttered in Agatha’s stomach, as if her own soul had figured 
something out. Something it wasn’t telling her. “You’re saying Rhian and 
Japeth could be related to Professor Dovey? But Dovey didn’t have 
children.” 

“Dovey’s siblings may have, though,” said Reaper, his voice faint and 
scratchy. “And any children in Clarissa Dovey’s bloodline—meow, meow, 
meow—would also be recognized by—meow, meow—Dovey’s crystal.” 

“Dovey was an only child. She mentioned it at our last meal,” Tedros 
countered. “There were no siblings to carry on the bloodline. So it’s 
impossible that Rhian and Japeth’s souls are part of the crystal.” 

“Only it’s not just a fairy godmother’s soul that goes into her crystal 
ball,” Agatha realized, looking up at Tedros and Sophie. 

Her two friends stared back at her. “Professor Sader,” Sophie breathed. 
“A crystal ball has the soul of a fairy godmother and the seer who made it 
for her. And Sader made the crystal for Dovey.” 


“That phantom in the ball,” Agatha said. “It glitches between Professor 
Dovey’s face and a second face. I couldn’t place it at first but now I 
know. ... It's Sader 5.” 

“But that still doesn't get us anywhere,” Tedros groused. “Why would 
Sader’s soul have anything to do with Rhian’s or Japeth’s? It’s not like he 
could have been their father—” 

He dropped his pancake. 

“Except Professor Sader knew Lady Gremlaine! Dovey told me!” the 
prince exclaimed. “Sader was the seer that painted my coronation portrait 
and Dovey went with Sader to Camelot when he did it. Something Sader 
said to Dovey made Dovey think that he and Lady Gremlaine had a 
history.” 

“Hold on,” Agatha said, agape. “You think Rhian and Japeth could be 
the sons of Lady Gremlaine and August Sader?” 

“I thought August Sader didn’t like women,” Sophie volunteered. 

“He didn’t like you,” said Tedros. 

“Let's think about this,” Agatha said. “Rhian and Japeth both have light 
eyes like Sader. The same good looks and thick hair. And if Sader is their 
father, that explains how Japeth would have magic in his blood, since Sader 
is a seer.” She paused. “That always bothered me. That Arthur wasn't 
magical. So if Japeth was Arthur and Gremlaine’s son, where would 
Japeth’s scims and magic have come from? But having Sader as a father 
explains that...” 

“Could a son of Sader and Gremlaine really be so Evil, though?” Sophie 
wondered. 

“Could a son of Arthur and Gremlaine?” Agatha returned. “Lady 
Gremlaine was cruel at times. At least to me. Maybe it was her soul that 
infected the boys.” 

“Past is Present and Present is Past... ,” Sophie mulled. 

“Look, all I care is that if Rhian and Japeth are the sons of Sader and 
Gremlaine, then they’re not my father’s sons and Rhian isn't my father’s 
blood,” Tedros spewed. “And if Rhian isn't his blood, then he isn't the heir 
and he isn't king and the people of the Woods have to know they’ve been 
duped by a lying, filthy scum.” 

“And to think: all we have to do is prove it before magic eels kill us,” 
Sophie chimed. 


Reaper tried to say something, but strained meows came out instead, 
Uma’s spell at an end. 

Agatha cuddled her cat to her side. “But why would Excalibur pull from 
the stone for a son of Sader and Gremlaine? It still doesn’t make sense... .” 

“Unless there’s something about Lady Gremlaine we don’t know,” 
Tedros guessed. “What do we know about Grisella Gremlaine? She was a 
childhood friend of my father’s, then came to work as his steward when he 
became king. Then my mother fires her after I’m born and she goes to her 
home in Nottingham until the Mistral Sisters bring her back. . . .” 

That name again, Agatha thought. 

Grisella. 

She’d heard it before. Where ? 

Grisella. 

Grisella. 

Grisella. 

“Wait,” she gasped. 

Agatha bounded up from the blanket and raced out of the room. She 
could hear Tedros scampering after her and Sophie stumble with a yelp, 
dishes clattering, before exclaiming, “Oh, no one should eat croissants 
anyway!” and chasing Agatha too. 

“Where are we going!” Sophie yelled. 

“Throne Room!” Agatha shouted. 

“It's the other way!” Tedros barked. 

Agatha spun on her heel and now Tedros led the group, sprinting around 
blue-stone columns as red pawprints lit up on the floor under their feet, 
before they hurtled between two gnome guards, jumped through the 
waterfall, and landed breathlessly in the familiar blue velvet room. 

Dovey’s bag lay limp in a corner. The bag that once held the Dean’s 
crystal ball. 

Agatha ripped it open. 

“What are we looking for?” Tedros panted, thrusting his hands into the 
bag. 

Watching him, Agatha had another bout of déja vu. She’d seen this 
before . . . in one of the crystals . . . Tedros scrounging through Dovey’s bag 
in the throne room. At the time she’d thought it was a lie. But it wasn’t. It 
was the future. What else had she thought was a lie that would bear out to 
be true? 


“Hey, this is my coat,” Tedros said, pulling out his black jacket, spotted 
with dried blood, which Agatha had used to cushion Dovey’s crystal ball. 
He opened the coat up and a stack of letters fell out, banded together, onto 
the velvet floor. 

“Grisella,” Agatha said, grabbing them. “That’s the name these letters 
are addressed to!” 

“The letters from Lady Gremlaine to my father?” Tedros blurted, 
accosting her. “Where did you find them!” 

“Never mind that,” Agatha said, spreading the letters on the floor, 
putting aside the stray card she’d found for the Bank of Putsi. “I read a few 
of them already. Arthur confesses a lot of his feelings to Lady Gremlaine. 
Maybe there’s something here . . . something that tells us whether Lady 
Gremlaine was Rhian and Japeth’s mother!” 

“And if so, who the father was,” said Sophie, picking croissant flakes 
off her shoe. 

Tedros and Agatha looked at her. 

Alarms exploded through the room: a fusillade of high-pitched meows, 
like a helium-drunk cat being stung by bees. 

All the fireflies in the throne room poured out from between the velvet 
panels and the tiers of the chandelier, thousands and thousands of them, 
blanketing the walls from floor to ceiling, the flies jammed together and 
wings spread in a glowing orange matrix. Instantly, these lit walls morphed 
into magic screens, surveilling the various areas of Gnomeland. One of 
these screens was flashing, with grainy footage of the Woods outside the 
tree stump marking Gnomeland’s entrance, the fireflies on the stump 
magically beaming back their field of view. 

From what Agatha could tell, Beatrix, Reena, and Kiko were in full 
combat, shooting spells at something. ... 

A scim. 

The eel stabbed Reena in the shoulder and gashed Beatrix’s leg, before 
Kiko smashed it down with a rock. Kiko raised the rock again, but the scim 
had recovered, shooting out from underneath it, the shining, scaly tip 
spinning straight for Kiko’s eye. 

Agatha screamed futilely— 

Beatrix tomahawked the scim with both fists, wrestling the eel to the 
ground. The eel ripped at her dress, slashing cuts in her hands and arms. 
Beatrix lost grip, the scim stabbing up for her throat— 


Reena impaled it with a sharp branch, leaking goo all over her dress. 
Kiko stomped on the eel furiously, long after it stopped shrieking, then set it 
on fire with her fingerglow. 

The three girls collapsed, heaving quietly, covered in dirt and blood. 

Agatha slackened against the wall, just as drained. 

“More will come,” a gruff voice said. 

Agatha turned to a firefly wall showing the palace dining room: the 
Sheriff, Guinevere, and Reaper together in frame, clearly monitoring the 
same surveillance. They could see Agatha, Sophie, and Tedros like the 
young trio could see them. 

“Japeth will sense a scim is dead,” the Sheriff warned. “We don’t have 
much time. Gwen, Reaper, and I will man the tunnel above Gnomeland.” 

“Meow meow meow. Meeeow!” Reaper hectored at Tedros. 

“Learned a bit of Cat under Uma’s mother at school,” said Guinevere. 
“Whatever mission Reaper gave you . . . he’s telling you to do it fast.” 

Screens around the room went dark, fireflies floating back to their 
stations. 

“We need proof Rhian isn’t King Arthur’s son,” Sophie said, eyeing the 
mound of letters on the floor. “Before Japeth comes and kills us all. We 
need proof we can escape with and take into the Woods.” 

“We need proof even if we cant escape,” Tedros said soberly. “Proof 
we can send out to the Woods before we die. The fate of our world is far 
bigger than the three of us.” 

Agatha and Sophie looked at him. 

Fireflies gleamed in his hair like a crown. 

“Uh . . .” Tedros shifted under the girls’ stares. “Something on my 
face?” 

“Come on,” Agatha said, dragging Sophie to the floor. 

The prince joined them as they ransacked King Arthur’s letters for 


clues . . . something that would prove who the true father was to Lady 
Gremlaine’s sons . . . something that would prove who Rhian and Japeth 
really were.... 


Ten minutes later, Tedros said he found it. 
IT was IN a letter from Arthur to Lady Gremlaine. 


DEAR GRISELLA, 


I KNOW YOU’VE GONE TO STAY WITH YOUR SISTER GEMMA IN FOXWOOD; 
I REMEMBER YOU SAYING SHE RUNS THE SCHOOL FOR Boys, SO PVE SENT 
THIS LETTER THERE, HOPING IT WILL REACH YOU. 

PLEASE COME BACK TO CAMELOT, GRISELLA. I KNOW YOU AND 
GUINEVERE DIDN’T SEE EYE TO EYE WHEN SHE FIRST CAME TO THE 
CASTLE. I SHOULD HAVE EXPECTED THIS. IT MUST HAVE BEEN 
DIFFICULT TO BE MY DEAREST FRIEND MOST OF MY LIFE, AND THEN TO 
SEE ME RETURN FROM SCHOOL WITH BOTH A NEW FRIEND IN 
LANCELOT AND A SOON-TO-BE WIFE. BUT I STILL VALUE YOUR 
FRIENDSHIP AS MUCH AS I EVER DID. AND I KNOW, DEEP IN MY HEART, 
THAT WE CAN MAKE IT ALL WORK. GWEN, YOU, AND ME TOGETHER. 

PLEASE COME BACK. 

I NEED YOU. 

CAMELOT NEEDS YOU. 


WITH LOVE, 
ARTHUR 


P.S. CAUGHT YOUR FRIEND SADER SNEAKING AROUND THE OUTSIDE 
OF THE CASTLE, TOSSING PEBBLES AT YOUR WINDOW. (CLEARLY 
WASN’T AWARE YOU WERE GONE.) QUITE CHARMING, DESPITE THE 
TRESPASSING! I EXTENDED AN INVITATION TO DINE WITH US AS SOON 
AS YOU RETURN. 


“So Sader and Gremlaine were friends. More than friends, since he was 
prowling around her room at night,” said Tedros, relieved. “Here’s our 
proof that Rhian is their son.” 

Agatha reread it. “This isn’t proof that Rhian is Gremlaine’s son, let 
alone Sader’s. It’s compelling evidence. But we need more.” 

“Agatha, this letter proves August Sader and Lady Gremlaine were 
sneaking around at Camelot together, and we know from Lady Gremlaine’s 
own admission that she had a secret child,” the prince argued. “Any 
reasonable person in the Woods would look at this letter and come to the 
conclusion Rhian is Sader and Gremlaine’s son.” 

“But we’re not dealing with reasonable people, Teddy. We’re dealing 
with a Woods blindly loyal to Rhian,” said Sophie. “Aggie’s right. The 
letter’s not enough. Sader and Gremlaine are both dead. They can’t confirm 
it. And the Woods’ newspapers are under Rhian’s control. None of them 


will print it, let alone peddle a story that Rhian isn’t King Arthur’s heir. 
Only newspaper that might is the Courier and they’re on the run. Not like 
anyone would believe them anyway.” 

Agatha was still gazing at Arthur’s letter. That prickly dread pitched 
through her stomach again. The one that told her she’d missed something— 

Alarms blared once more. Fireflies surged to the walls, lighting them up 
like screens. 

On one of these, Agatha watched as above ground, in the Woods, a 
thousand scims assaulted the stump outside Gnomeland, while the stump 
sprayed back an array of magic shields and spells. Beatrix, Reena, and Kiko 
were nowhere to be seen. 

On an adjacent screen, an army of armored gnomes, wielding swords, 
clubs, and scimitars, climbed up the abandoned Flowerground tunnel and 
stood on each other’s shoulders to blockade the entrance under the stump. 
The gnome pyramid filled the vast hollow, a lattice of a thousand tiny 
bodies, determined to prevent any scims from breaching the stump and 
penetrating Gnomeland’s metropolis. 

Above ground, the eels smashed the stump with more force, coming 
from all directions, but they still couldn’t find a way in. 

“T need to be up there, you meddlin’ bag of bones!” Agatha heard the 
Sheriff growl from another screen. She turned and spotted him, Reaper, and 
Guinevere on the dirt floor of the Flowerground hollow, beneath the 
massive gnome blockade. The Sheriff spat at the cat: “You hear me? I’m a 
man. I should be first line of defense. Not a buncha gnomes!” 

Reaper shook his head, meowing. 

“What’d the damned thing say?” the Sheriff snarled at Guinevere. 

“Too dangerous,” said Guinevere. 

The screens in the throne room went dark. 

“Why is the cat keeping the Sheriff from fighting?” Tedros asked, 
lunging to his feet. “All I know is he can’t stop me. Come on, let’s go!” He 
dashed for the waterfall and leapt out of the room. 

Sophie scurried after him— 

Agatha yanked her back. “This isn’t enough, Sophie, and you know it!” 
she said, holding up Arthur’s letter. “We need Rhian to tell us who his 
parents are. We need him to confess!” 

Sophie paled. “What?” 


“Japeth is attacking us, which means Japeth isn't in the castle,” said 
Agatha. “We need to go back inside that crystal. The one with Rhian, 
wounded in his room. He’ll be able to see us like last time. We’ll show him 
this letter. We’ll make him tell us the truth! All we have to do is magically 
record it and send it to the entire Kingdom Council!” 

“Have you lost your mind!” Sophie hissed. “First of all, Rhian will kill 
us!” 

“He’s mummified in bed—” 

“His guards, then!” 

“Not if we gag him —” 

“Second of all, the crystal hasn’t recharged! You heard Reaper. The 
connection will only last minutes!” 

“We’ll move quickly—” 

“And thirdly, if Tedros knew what we were doing, he’d kill us himself 

“Why do you think I waited until he left?” Agatha said. 

Sophie gawked at her. 

But Agatha was already hustling out of the room, dragging her best 
friend behind her. 


1? 


“IF RHIAN’S TRAPPED in bed, why can’t we just kill him!” Sophie hassled as 
she followed Agatha into Reaper’s bathroom. 

“Because killing Rhian won’t put Tedros back on the throne. We need 
proof Tedros is the real king,” Agatha declared. 

“Rhian confessing Arthur isn’t his dad won’t give us that proof. Nor 
does it solve the fact Tedros can’t pull Excalibur from the stone. Or the fact 
people hate him —” 

“But it gets Rhian off the throne and gives Tedros a chance to redeem 
himself,” said Agatha, finding Dovey’s crystal wrapped in towels near the 
tub, still smelling of lavender. “Maybe once Tedros proves Rhian’s a fraud, 
Tedros will be able to pull Excalibur. Maybe it was his real coronation test 
all along.” 

“A lot of ‘maybes’ to risk our lives for,” Sophie grumbled. 

Agatha turned to her sharply. “Unless you have something better, it’s the 
best plan we have. The connection won't last long. PIL show Rhian the 
letter, make him admit Arthur isn’t his father, and we jump out before the 
portal closes.” She snatched one of the vials off Reaper’s vanity, emptied it 
of cream, and folded Arthur’s letter inside, before sealing it and hiding it in 


her dress. She slipped into the tub, gripping the crystal ball against her 
chest, the steamy water making her heart thump faster than it already was. 
“Just do the spell to record everything he says.” 

“Spell? I don’t know a spell to do that!” Sophie flung back. “I figured 
you knew a spell since this was your rattle-brained idea!” 

“You’re a witch!” Agatha retorted. “Supposedly a good one!” 

Sophie blushed as if Agatha had questioned her very core. She climbed 
into the tub, her rug dress absorbing water like a sponge. “Well, there is a 
mimic spell to parrot back anything someone says, but it’s so elementary, I 
can barely remember it—” 

“Mimic what I’m about to say,” Agatha ordered. 

“Oh. Hum.” Sophie bit her lip, before she tapped her thumbs together in 
a pattern, and her fingertip glowed pink. 

Agatha dictated: “I will not waste time in the crystal, I will let Agatha 
do the talking, and I will leave when Agatha tells me to.” 

Sophie opened her mouth and Agatha’s voice came out, but slow 
motion and an octave too low: “I will not waste time in the crystal, I will let 
Agatha do the talking, and I will... .” She squawked like a parrot. “. . . me 
to.” 

Agatha frowned. 

“PII work out the kinks by the time he confesses,” Sophie clipped, 
submerging in the bath. 

Agatha’s splash unfurled next to her and the two girls held their breaths 
as Agatha laid the ball on the floor of the basin and gazed into its center. 
Agatha prepared for the assault— 

Blue light pummeled her, but less brutally than the last time, as if the 
portal didn’t have the same power. Even so, her chest felt packed with 
concrete and she could see Sophie quailing in the water, beaten by the force. 
Shielding her eyes from the light, Agatha clasped her friend’s wrist and 
dove forward, pushing past the spike in pain and slamming her and Sophie’s 
hands against the ball. A supernova of white light exploded, tearing the 
girls apart, leaving Agatha falling into a void, her awareness fractured. 

Slowly her breaths settled, the glass bubble blurring into view around 
her. 

They were inside now, two soggy heaps. 

“Connection’s weak,” Agatha panted, pointing at the dim blue glow 
casing the walls. She pulled the vial out of her dress and unsealed Arthur’s 


letter to Lady Gremlaine, clean and dry. “We need to move fast—” 

Silver mist whooshed over their heads and the phantom face pressed 
against the glass: “Clear as crystal, hard as bone, my wisdom is Clarissa’s 
and Clarissa’s alone . . . But she named you her Second, so I'll speak to you 
too....” 

“Hurry, Sophie,” Agatha said, kneeling at the phantom’s edge and 
searching the crystals comprising its mist. “Find the one with Rhian. It was 
in this corner last time.” 

Rubbing her chest, Agatha brushed aside familiar scenes: her and 
Reaper on Graves Hill, when a cat was just a cat... Sophie trying to kill 
her at the No Ball their first year .. . Sophie in the lacy, ruffled white dress, 
pacing by the Gnomeland stump, before getting into a royal carriage with 
that shadowy boy... . 

Agatha paused, rewatching this last scene that Sophie and Tedros had 
fought about earlier. The scene so obviously a fake. For one thing, Sophie 
had already dumped that white dress and was wearing a new one. For 
another, Sophie was here with Agatha, helping her fight for Tedros. She 
would never go back to Rhian! Yet here the scene was again, Sophie 
whisked off in the king’s carriage, repeating on loop as if it were real... 

Then Agatha spotted it. Out of the corner of her eye. 

A glass droplet with Rhian inside. 

He was asleep in the king’s bedroom, wrapped in bloodstained 
bandages, the sky pitch-dark through the windows. 

“Sophie, I found it,” she said, holding up the crystal— 

But Sophie was staring into another small crystal, her body stiff, as she 
watched the scene inside replay over and over. 

“What is it?” Agatha asked, the ball darkening around them. 

Sophie snapped out of her trance. “Nothing. Junk crystal. That’s the 
one? The crystal with Rhian?” 

“Tf it’s junk, why did you just slip it in your pocket—” Agatha started. 

“So I don’t mix it up with the others! Stop wasting time we don’t have!” 
Sophie berated, pointing at the crystal in Agatha’s palm. “Hurry! Open it!” 

Sophie grabbed on to her friend’s hand as Agatha stilled her breath and 
peered into the glass— 

Blue light poured forth and the two girls leapt inside. 

Their feet hit ground in the king’s bedroom, humid and smelling of a 
thousand flowers, well-wishing bouquets from other kingdoms piled into 


corners. A slit of blue light hovered vertically behind the two girls, their 
portal to escape. 

King Rhian lay motionless on the bed, his body trapped in plaster, his 
bruised eyelids closed and gashed lips oozing blood onto the pillow. 

Agatha took a step towards him. 

His eyes flew open, the blue-green pools locked on the two girls. Before 
he could scream, Sophie ripped the letter out of Agatha’s hands and jumped 
onto the bed, covering Rhian’s mouth with her palm, pinning him under the 
weight of her chest. He writhed beneath her blue-and-red dress, his blood 
smearing her fingers. 

“Listen, darling. Listen to me,” she said, fumbling at the letter in her 
lap, losing hold of it a few times before thrusting it in front of his face. “I 
need you to read this. Do you see what it says?” 

Agatha saw Rhian startle with shock, his cheeks drain color. 

Sophie pulled the letter down. “The situation is clear now, isn’t it?” 

Rhian lay stiff as a corpse. 

“Good,” said Sophie. “Agatha seems to think King Arthur isn’t your 
father. This letter is her proof.” She leaned in, her nose almost to the king’s. 
“So I need you to tell me who your real father is. The truth, this time. I’m 
going to move my hand and you’re going to tell me. Understood?” 

She's moving too fast, Agatha thought. She's forcing it— 

Sophie glared into Rhian’s eyes. “3...2...1...” 

“Sophie, wait!” Agatha gasped. 

Sophie lifted her hand— 

“HELP! HELP ME!” Rhian yelled. “HELP!” 

Guards burst through the doors, armor gleaming and swords raised, but 
Agatha was already swooping Sophie off the bed and throwing both their 
bodies through the blue portal. 

Agatha landed hard on the glass of Dovey’s crystal ball, her body 
radiating pain. She lurched up and seized Sophie by the arm: “You idiot! 
You fool! You acted like his friend instead of threatening him! You should 
have held your fingerglow to his throat or suffocated him with a pillow! 
Something to make him tell the truth! I could have gotten the truth out of 
him! That’s why I made you swear to let me handle it!” 

“You were too slow,” Sophie croaked, clutching at her chest, her hand 
still streaked with Rhian’s blood. “I did what had to be done. I did what was 
right.” 


“What was ‘right’? What are you talking about! That was our one 
chance!” Agatha cried. “Our one chance to get the truth—” 

She stopped cold. 

Sophie backed up in shock. 

Because the spatter of Rhian’s blood was magically peeling off Sophie’s 
hand. 

The girls watched the pattern of blood lift off Sophie’s skin and float 
upwards, the blood thickening and deepening in color. Slowly the pattern 
began to collapse, the drops of blood pooling together into a tiny sphere, 
swelling like a seed, the surface hardening, the edges sharpening, until at 
last its shape was complete. . . . 

A crystal. 

A blood crystal. 

It drifted higher, towards the phantom mask, and took its place at the 
center of the mask, between the two eyeless holes. 

Agatha reached up into the phantom and pulled the crystal down into 
her palm. 

She and Sophie hunched forward and peered inside the smooth red 
glass, watching the beginning of a scene unfold. 

The two girls exchanged tense looks. 

“We need to go in,” Agatha said. 

Sophie didn’t argue. 

The glow of Dovey’s ball faded, the connection barely holding on... . 

But Agatha was already grasping Sophie’s hand and glaring into the red 
center. 

A storm of light later, they were inside the crystal of the king’s blood. 


THE SCENE HAD a red tint to it, as if taking place in the haze of a blood sun. 

They were inside Lady Gremlaine’s old bedroom in the White Tower of 
Camelot, watching Tedros’ former steward pace back and forth, glancing 
anxiously out her window. 

Agatha almost hadn’t recognized her. Grisella Gremlaine still wore her 
signature lavender robes, but she was younger, much younger, hardly 
twenty years old, her tan face supple and radiant, her eyebrows thick and 
lips full, her brown hair loose to her shoulders. Lady Gremlaine stopped 
and put her nose to the window, searching the dark garden outside. . . . Then 
she went on pacing. 


The glass of her window didn’t reflect the two intruders from another 
time nor the faint portal of light behind them. 

Agatha’s hand squeezed Sophie’s harder. Not just from the eeriness of 
traveling back in time or witnessing a woman she’d seen murdered back 
from the grave, but also having proof, right here, that Lady Gremlaine was 
linked to King Rhian’s blood. Proof that Lady Gremlaine was indeed King 
Rhian’s mother. 

And Agatha was quite sure that whoever Grisella Gremlaine was 
waiting for was King Rhian’s real father. 

“You sure she can’t see us?” Sophie whispered. 

“She’s dead,” Agatha said loudly. 

And indeed, Lady Gremlaine didn’t break a step, pacing even faster 
now, her eyes darting again and again to the window. 

A pebble hit the glass. 

Instantly the steward surged forward and threw open the window— 

A hooded figure climbed in, shrouded in a black cloak. 

Agatha couldn’t see the face. 

Professor Sader? 

“Do you have it?” Lady Gremlaine asked, breathless. 

The hooded figure held up a piece of knotted rope. 

Agatha peered at the rope, her insides turning. 

It looked like it was made out of human flesh. 

“Where is he?” came the stranger’s low, soft voice. 

Agatha reached out to lift the person’s hood, but her hand went straight 
through. 

“In here,” said Lady Gremlaine. 

Quickly the steward ran her hands along the wall and found the edge of 
what appeared to be a secret door. She pulled it open and the hooded figure 
followed her inside, through a bathroom, and into an adjoining room. So did 
Agatha and Sophie— 

Agatha froze. 

It was the strange guest room that Agatha had been in once before. Back 
then, she’d been struck by how out of place the room seemed, far away 
from the other guest rooms and poorly decorated, with a small bed pressed 
against the wall. 

Only there was someone on the bed now. 

King Arthur. 


He was asleep, hands folded over his chest. 

Light brown stubble coated his golden skin, his cheeks rosy and smooth. 
He was eighteen or nineteen, in the prime of his youth. But there was a 
gangly softness to him... a delicacy that Agatha hadn’t seen in her magical 
encounters with elder versions of Arthur. He snuffled serenely, undisturbed 
by Lady Gremlaine and the stranger. 

“I don’t understand,” Sophie whispered. “What's happening?” 

Agatha was just as confused. 

“I put hemp oil in his drink like you told me to,” Lady Gremlaine said 
to the stranger. “Fell straight to sleep.” 

“We must move quickly, then,” said the stranger, holding out the rope. 
“Place this spansel around his neck.” 

Lady Gremlaine swallowed. “And then Pll have his child?” 

“That is the power of the spansel,” the hooded figure whispered. “Use it 
and you will be pregnant with King Arthur’s heir before Guinevere marries 
him.” 

Agatha’s stomach dropped like a stone. 

“He’ll have to marry me instead,” Lady Gremlaine realized quietly. 

“You’ll be his queen,” said the stranger. 

Lady Gremlaine looked at the hooded figure. “But will he love me?” 

“You didn’t pay me for love. You paid me to help you marry him 
instead of Guinevere,” replied the stranger. “And this spansel will do that.” 

Lady Gremlaine watched King Arthur sleep, her throat twitching. 

With a rushed breath, she turned to the stranger and took the rope into 
her hands. Lady Gremlaine stepped forward, holding the spansel out, her 
shadow stretching over the sleeping king, until she stood over young 
Arthur. She gazed down at him, so enamored, so possessed, that her entire 
body seemed to blush. Hands trembling, she reached the spansel around his 
neck. ... 

Agatha shook her head, tears fogging her eyes. Sophie, too, was 
stricken. This was how Rhian and Japeth came to be. By cold, calculated 
sorcery. Devoid of love. 

Which meant Rhian was King Arthur’s son, after all. 

His eldest son. 

Rhian was the true heir. 

All was lost. 


Agatha pulled Sophie towards the door. She’d seen enough. They 
couldn’t watch what followed— 

“I can’t,” a voice gasped. 

Agatha and Sophie both turned. 

“I can’t do it,” Lady Gremlaine sobbed. “I can’t betray him like this.” 

Tears ran down her face as she faced the stranger. 

“I love him too much,” she whispered. 

She dropped the rope and fled the room. 

Agatha and Sophie stared at each other. 

They were alone in the room with the hooded figure and the sleeping 
king. 

The stranger exhaled. Retrieving the spansel, the hooded figure traipsed 
towards the door to follow Lady Gremlaine out 

The stranger halted. 

Time seemed to stop, the only sounds in the room the deep breaths of 
the king. 

Slowly, the visitor looked back at young Arthur. 

Smooth hands reached up and pulled away the hood, revealing the 
stranger’s face and forest-green eyes. 

Agatha and Sophie jolted. 

Impossible, Agatha thought. This is impossible. 

But the figure was skulking back into the room now, step by step, 
towards the bed until the stranger loomed over the sleeper. The figure 
smiled down at the powerless king, green eyes twinkling like a snake’s. 
Then calmly, deliberately, the stranger hooked the spansel around Arthur’s 
neck. ... 

Agatha was about to be sick— 

The scene stalled. Bolts of red and blue static ripped through the room. 
Arthur and his seducer glitched into blurry clouds. The floor under Agatha’s 
feet strobed and fractured, vanishing piece by piece... . 

The crystal ball. 

It was disconnecting. 

Sophie was already hightailing towards Lady Gremlaine’s room. 

“Wait!” Agatha choked, tripping in the slippery bathroom between the 
two rooms, but Sophie took a running start and dove into the portal as it 
started to close up. Agatha stumbled to her feet, the portal obscured by 
strobing static. She flailed towards it, the portal shrinking fast, the size of a 





plate...amarble...apea.... With a flying leap, Agatha launched herself 
at the light— 

Hot water engulfed her, filling her mouth and nose, as she sank to the 
bottom of Reaper’s bath. Any relief at escaping the crystal was drowned out 
by what she’d just seen. Panic speared her like arrows, her heart taking 
slingshots against her chest. It all made sense now: the twins’ evil... the 
Snake’s magic... the suit of spying eels... 

“Caught your friend Sader sneaking around the castle...” 

“Your friend Sader.” 

“Sader.” 

The wrong Sader. 

Agatha burst out of the water, wheezing. “Her... It was her... .” 

Tedros crashed through the bathroom door. “What are you doing! Scims 
might get through any second and you and Sophie are . . .” He took in the 
scene. His cheeks went scarlet. “Have you lost your mind! You went into 
the crystal withou—” 

“Evelyn Sader,” Agatha gasped. “Evelyn Sader is Rhian and Japeth’s 
mother. She hexed your father. She had his child. Rhian is the son of King 
Arthur and Evelyn Sader. Rhian is your father’s eldest child. His rightful 
heir. Tedros .. . Rhian is king.” 

Her prince looked at her. For a second, he smiled stupidly, as if he 
thought this was all a joke, a ruse to distract him from being angry with her. 

But then he saw it in her eyes. In the way she was shivering despite the 
steam. 

She was telling the truth. 

Tedros shook his head. “You’re talking nonsense. My father didn’t even 
know Evelyn S-S-Sad . . .” He backed against the wall. “You didn’t see it 
right. ... Whatever it was, you misunderstood. . . .” 

“I wish I did. I wish it was a lie,” Agatha said, anguished. “I saw 
everything, Tedros.” She lifted out of the bath to touch him, to hold him— 

“Wait,” Agatha said, stopping stiff. A new panic ripped through her. 
“Sophie,” she breathed, searching the room. “Did she make it back . . .” 

Her voice trailed off. 

Small, wet footprints led out of the bathroom into the hall. 

Agatha raised her eyes to Tedros. “Did you see her?” 

Tedros was still shell-shocked. “You’re wrong. You have to be wrong. 
She has nothing to do with my father! E-E-Evelyn? The Dean?” 


But now he caught the fear in Agatha’s eyes. 

The fear about something else entirely. 

“Sophie,” Agatha rasped. “Did you see her?” 

Tedros gazed at her blankly. 

Then his face went cold. 

He was already running. Agatha chased him, water flying off her as she 
and her prince hurtled down the hall, checking each chamber, following the 
trail of footprints until they ended in the last room, the one sprayed with 
white pillows across the floor, where she and Sophie had slept— 

Sophie wasn’t there. 

The window was open, two wet footprints gleaming on the windowsill. 

Agatha’s scream reverberated through the palace. 

Because it wasn’t just Sophie who was missing. 

Her white dress was gone too. 


SOPHIE 
Script of a Murder 


Evelyn Sader, Sophie thought, steering the rickshaw up the spiral track. 
A name from the past. Now a curse in the present. 





Evelyn Sader: imperious and milky-smooth, with that wicked dress 
made out of butterflies. Evelyn Sader, Dean of the School for Girls, who’d 
brought the School Master back from the dead to show her love for him. 
But Rafal never loved Evelyn. He’d loved Sophie. He wanted Sophie as his 


bride. So he’d killed Evelyn Sader to get her out of the way. That was 
supposed to be the end of Evelyn’s story. Her dark, devious schemes of love 
had borne no fruit. 

But somewhere earlier in Evelyn’s story, those dark schemes had borne 
fruit. 

Because Evelyn had hexed King Arthur to have his sons. That much 
was Clear. (Unless the scene was a fake . . . Not possible, thought Sophie. It 
had come from Rhian’s blood, not his mind.) 

But there were still so many questions. How had Evelyn Sader met 
Lady Gremlaine? Did Gremlaine know Evelyn had used the spansel she 
herself had disavowed? Did Gremlaine know Evelyn had borne Arthur’s 
sons? Was that Lady Gremlaine’s terrible “secret”? And had the School 
Master, Evelyn’s true love, learned of it? 

Sophie was so distracted, she was driving the rickshaw straight towards 
the side of the track— 

She corrected course, holding down her panic. 

She’d stolen the rickshaw from that noisy page boy (Snubby? Smarmy? 
Sauron?), who had parked his cart outside the window of the bedroom 
where she’d slept. She’d tiptoed past his snoring body, slumped against a 
tree, and found the snakeskin in the rickshaw’s front seat. Wheels screeched 
against stone, and the gnome bolted awake to see his cart scuttling away, no 
driver in sight. “Bhoot!” he brayed. “Bhoooot! There’s a ghost in my cart! 
Bhooooot!” Sophie guessed that bhoot meant ghost in Gnome, so she did 
her best to play the part, swerving menacingly as the page boy chased. Soon 
his rickshaw was long gone, cruising upwards into the bright lights of the 
city. 

She pedaled harder now, past Teapea’s Temple and the Musée de 
Gnome, stress wrenching at her ribs. Tedros would hate her for leaving. 
He’d think Evelyn Sader being revealed as Rhian’s mother and Arthur as 
his father had sent Sophie running back into the king’s arms. Because now 
Sophie knew that Rhian was the true heir. Rhian was king. Which meant 
Sophie could be queen of Camelot. The real queen. And Tedros knew 
nothing came between Sophie and a crown. 

Agatha would try to defend her, of course. Agatha would search for 
some kind of sign that her best friend was still on their side. 

But Aggie wouldn’t find any. Not just because Sophie had no time to 
leave one... but because if she’d let Agatha in on her plan, her best friend 


would have come after her, right back into Rhian’s hands. 

Which meant Tedros would win for now. Sophie would be branded a 
soulless, two-faced fink. The same girl who left them for Rafal and had 
played them for fools once more. Sophie, who had no loyalty. Sophie, who 
only cared about herself. 

She didn’t blame Tedros. If she were him, she would think the same 
things. 

But losing her friends’ trust was the price she had to pay. 

Because this had nothing to do with Evelyn Sader. 

This had to do with what Sophie had seen in a crystal. 

Not the blood crystal. 

Another crystal. 

A crystal she’d found on her own. 

The crystal Agatha had caught her staring at before she’d pretended it 
was junk and slipped it into her pocket. 

But it wasn’t junk. 

That crystal was the reason she was abandoning her friends in the 
middle of the night. 

And this is what she’d seen inside. . . 

Her own self. 

Cowering in the corner of the king’s bedroom, her cheek gashed, her 
white, ruffled dress soaked with blood. 

Rhian was across the room, in his blue-and-gold king’s suit. 

So was Japeth, in his gold-and-blue liege’s suit. 

They were fighting. 

More than fighting. 

A Lion and Snake, going for the kill. 

Hands clawed at eyes and hair. Teeth sank into skin. Punches landed, 
spewing blood from mouths, their faces mangled to crimson pulps. The 
twins battled onto the bed, each straining to get to Excalibur— 

Rhian got there first. 

The blade swung through the air, the edge catching the light like a 
sunflare— 

It impaled Japeth’s chest. 

Clean through the heart. 

Rhian drew the sword out and his brother fell. 


Slowly, Rhian kneeled over Japeth’s body, watching him take his last 
breath. The king bowed his head, holding his brother’s corpse. 

Excalibur lay abandoned behind him. 

Rhian didn’t see Sophie move from the corner. 

The fear was gone from her face. 

Replaced with intent. 

She raised the sword over Rhian’s back— 

The crystal went dark. 

Sophie had watched this scene play out silently in the glass droplet, 
again and again and again. 

Rhian kills Japeth. 

Sophie kills Rhian. 

That’s how this fairy tale ended. 

Or it’s how she wished this fairy tale ended. 

The crystals were unreliable, Reaper had warned. 

Especially hers. 

But it didn’t matter. 

This was her future. 

She’d make it her future. 

She drove the rickshaw faster, her teeth grinding hard. 

Dovey said something to her once: “This is about whether you are 
capable of growing from the snake of your own story into the hero of 
someone else’s.” 

Deep down, Sophie never thought it possible. 

At her core, she was a villain, not a hero. 

Agatha and Tedros were the heroes. 

The best she could do was to help them. 

The witch turned sidekick. 

And yet, joining forces with Good hadn’t worked. 

The son of Evelyn Sader sat on Camelot’s throne. 

Evelyn Sader! Sophie thought, still stunned. 

Her bastard son from Arthur, born of black magic. 

It didn’t matter what Agatha and Tedros did. 

This Evil was one step ahead. 

This Evil was beyond Good’s reach, a two-headed dragon scorching 
every shield. 


This Evil was seeded so deep in the past that only Evil in the present 
could undo it. 

Agatha and Tedros were the wrong heroes for this war. 

But Sophie? 

Evil was her blood. 

She was the hero to slay this dragon. 

And she had the crystal in her pocket to prove it. 

Not that she could watch it again, since only Agatha had the power to 
make a crystal work. But just having it on her body gave her a cold-blooded 
resolve. All she had to do was follow the script of what she’d seen. The 
script of a murder. It’s why she’d changed back into this repellent white 
dress. The future told her to. 

As Sophie ascended through Gnome City, the lights of the kingdom 
blinked and beamed, but it was quiet now, not a gnome in sight, except a 
toothless grandma filling street lanterns with glowing fireflies and sweeping 
out the dead ones. Grandma Gnome glanced up at the ghost rickshaw, then 
shrugged and went back to work. Sophie heard a buzz growing as she 
pedaled higher, towards the top of the track, like she was a bee outside the 
hive. 

With one steep push, she found the track’s end, a landing pad beneath 
the ceiling of dirt that she, Teddy, and Aggie had fallen through to arrive in 
Gnomeland. Sophie climbed out of the rickshaw, the snakeskin cloaked 
tightly around her, and raised her palm into the dirt. Like quicksand, it grew 
wet and thick around her fingers, sucking up her hand, then her arm, then 
her hair, then her face... . 

She pulled herself out the other side. 

The din of war detonated through the abandoned Flowerground tunnel, 
shrieks and screams and thunderous slams reverberating. Lit green by 
glowing vines, the gnome blockade rose as far as she could see into the 
hollow, male and female gnomes of every age balancing on each other’s 
shoulders and locking arms to withstand the shattering smashes of Japeth’s 
scims against the pit. 

But the gnomes’ defense had started to crack. Two scims had broken 
into the tunnel, scudding around the lattice of bodies, stabbing at will, as the 
gnomes tried to fend them off without losing grip on each other and 
collapsing the blockade. 


Sophie pushed the rest of her body through the dirt, sliding between the 
legs of a big, muscled gnome—and almost knocked straight into Guinevere 
and the Sheriff. Agatha’s cat was clinging to the Sheriff’s sack, tied around 
the Sheriff’s bicep, the group of them hidden in the shadows of the 
blockade. 

“Im gonna fight those eely maggots and you can’t stop me,” the Sheriff 
growled at Reaper, but the cat knifed his claws into the Sheriff’s shoulder, 
baring his teeth. 

“Meow,” the Gnome King commanded. 

The Sheriff shoved his nose to the cat’s. “You rat-faced, skunk-smelling 
troll—” 

Reaper’s body stiffened, his yellow eyes flaring. 

“Meow!” he blurted suddenly. “Meow meow!” 

He jumped off the Sheriff’s shoulder and sprinted for the dirt patch 
Sophie had just come through. 

“Agatha! He says she’s in trouble!” Guinevere conveyed, dragging the 
Sheriff after Reaper. “And Tedros is with Agatha! If she’s in trouble, so is 
he—” 

Agatha’s cat was about to dive through the dirt, back into Gnomeland, 
when he froze sharply. He glanced in Sophie’s direction, her body hidden 
beneath the snakeskin, and she ducked on all fours behind the hulking 
gnome. The cat peered harder... . 

“Let’s go, then,” the Sheriff barked, shoving Reaper down through the 
dirt and helping Guinevere too, until both had disappeared. 

Except the Sheriff didn’t follow. 

The moment the cat was gone, the Sheriff flung his enchanted sack over 
the dirt pit, so that if anyone came back for him, they’d go flying into the 
sack instead. Then the Sheriff stormed towards the gnome Sophie was 
hiding behind and put his dirty boot on the gnome’s shoulder. The gnome 
yelped in surprise, but the Sheriff had already started to climb. More 
gnomes shrieked, alarmed by the massive, hairy human scaling them like a 
mountain, but they were arranged too precariously to fight, reduced to 
wayward slaps at the Sheriff’s head and bops at his nose. The Sheriff gritted 
his teeth, his boots digging into gnomes’ backs, their shouts and smacks 
getting louder and harder, until he was high enough to spot one of the two 
free-flying scims, puncturing gnome after gnome, about to collapse the 
center of the pyramid and send half the kingdom tumbling to its death. The 


loose scim shot towards the strongest gnome, who’d already been stabbed 
twice and was struggling to hold the blockade together. The scim’s sharp tip 
lined straight for the gnome’s neck— 

The Sheriff swiped the eel into his bare hand. He bit off the scim’s head 
and spat it out, pulverized the rest with his fist, and dripped the goo into the 
darkness of the pit. 

A thousand gnomes gaped at him. 

They exploded into cheers, drowning out the rumbles of the scims 
outside. 

Suddenly man’s best friend, the gnomes helped the Sheriff climb higher, 
chanting “GO SMELLY! GO SMELLY!” in reedy chorus. Taking advantage 
of their distraction, Sophie hopped up gnomes in the Sheriff’s wake, the 
dwarfish creatures grunting at her weight and swiveling their heads, only to 
see nothing there. As she scaled higher, Sophie heard more boisterous 
cheers and glimpsed the Sheriff crushing the second scim, sending its leaky 
guts spattering down and spraying onto Sophie’s snakeskin. The gnome she 
was climbing gawked at the seemingly levitating goo, but Sophie was 
already past him, chasing the Sheriff, who was headed for the lid of the tree 
stump. 

Outside, the scim assault on the stump ceased, the vibration of the 
thunderous blasts against the pit petering out to nothing. Gnomes erupted in 
celebration, thinking the battle won, but the Sheriff only climbed faster, as 
if the real villain was about to get away. Sophie struggled to keep up, losing 
ground. The Sheriff was clawing up the last group of gnomes, reaching out 
his meaty palms and forcing open the heavy stump, the chill of the forest 
flooding the hollow. With a snarl, he thrust his big belly and hips out the 
hole, letting the lid fly closed. Gasping, Sophie swung between gnomes, her 
soft slippers dancing on their shoulders. She dove for the last sliver of 
moonlight— 

Brisk night air kissed her face before she yanked her last leg through 
and the stump slammed shut. 


THE WOODS was silent. 

Sophie lay only a few inches from the Sheriff, flat on her stomach, but 
he couldn’t see her with the snakeskin coating her body. She stayed dead 
still as the Sheriff rose to his feet. 


“I know you're out there,” he growled, his eyes roaming the darkness, 
weakly lit by the stump’s fireflies. “Hiding like the coward you are.” 

A leaf crackled— 

The Sheriff spun. 

Kiko froze, her rosy face and pigtailed hair painted in moonlight. 
“Beatrix and Reena heard noises and went to investigate and left me on 
guard, but I had to pee so I did it over there because those fireflies on the 
stump watch everyth—” She stopped. 

The Sheriff had a finger to his lips. 

“Hide,” he mouthed. 

Kiko ducked behind a tree. 

The Sheriff listened closer, the silence widening around him. He 
prowled forward, his boot about to crush Sophie— 

Then his eyes chilled. 

Slowly, he turned around. 

Japeth snaked out of the shadows, the orange glow of the stump 
reflecting in his scaly black suit like flames. 

“Clever, clever. Giving Robin Hood your ring so he could sneak into the 
Council meeting undetected,” the Snake said, face unmasked. “But why? 
What did he do there? Leave a message for a princess, perhaps?” 

He held up his eel-covered hand, the scims pulling apart over his milky 
skin like ants fleeing a nest, revealing a blank card in his palm. Japeth bit 
hard into his own lip, drawing blood. Then he dipped the tip of his finger in 
the blood and streaked it across the parchment, the blood countering the 
magic, making words visible. 


MAKE HIM THINK YOU'RE ON His SIDE 


The Sheriff didn’t flinch. 

“Tt had to be your ring that Robin used, because Robin doesn’t have a 
ring,” Japeth pointed out. “Sherwood Forest left those duties to 
Nottingham, where the forest lives. Ironic, isn’t it? Robin Hood, a subject of 
his mortal Nemesis? Which means it’s not Robin who can save the day this 
time. It’s the dear, misunderstood Sheriff.” 

The Sheriff snorted. “So that’s why your brother sent his half-wit pirates 
to kill me in Nottingham. Thought they could get my ring. Got some 


smashed bones instead.” 

Sophie’s heart shuddered so hard under the snakeskin she thought it’d 
fly off. So I was right about Robin having a ring, she thought. Only it 
wasnt Robin’s. Thats why Reaper wouldn’t let the Sheriff fight. He was 
protecting the Sheriff. He was protecting his ring. 

“Only three rulers still wear their rings. Three out of a hundred,” said 
Japeth crisply. “And when tonight’s attacks on two of those kingdoms are 
over, those three will be down to one. You, the last man standing.” 

“And so here you are to kill me,” the Sheriff grinned. 

“Didn’t think it’d be so simple, to be honest,” said the Snake. “I thought 
Pd have to kill Agatha, Tedros, and all the rebels to get my chance at you. 
Figured once you knew my brother was onto you, your friends would hide 
you well—” 

He saw the Sheriff’s face twitch. 

“Ah, I see. They don’t know you’re here. They don’t know you left your 
hiding place to come and fight me,” Japeth mused. “Pride is the deadliest 
sin.” 

“Oh, there are deadlier ones,” said the Sheriff. “Killin’ a fairy 
godmother. Stealin’ the Lady of the Lake’s powers. Playin’ henchman for a 
lying mongrel.” 

Japeth’s eyes slashed through him. “And yet, the Lady of the Lake 
kissed me. The Lady of the Lake wanted me. That’s how I stole her powers. 
Would Good’s greatest defender fall in love with a henchman?” 

The Sheriff had no answer. Neither did Sophie, trapped on the ground. 

“Let’s see it, then,” Japeth ordered. “Show me your ring.” 

“Robin still has it. You’ll have to fight him for it,” the Sheriff replied 
calmly. “Good luck surviving in Sherwood Forest. Bet my boots you 
won't.” 

“I see,” Japeth cooed. “It’s just... I don’t believe you. I’d bet my boots, 
as you say, that you wouldn't let that ring out of your hands, now that you 
know my brother’s after it. You wouldn't trust anyone to protect it but 
yourself. Especially not Robin Hood.” 

The Sheriff met Japeth’s eyes. Sophie waited for the Sheriff to laugh... 
to show he’d outwitted his opponent . . . to prove Robin still had the ring, 
like he’d said. ... 

“Think you're smart little arses,” the Sheriff spewed, reddening. “You 
and your brother. You’ll never win. Killin’ me won't do a thing. Only the 


ruler of Nottingham can burn the ring. If I die, it goes to the next in line, 
and Dot ain’t burnin’ it, no matter what you do. Her friends will protect her 

“I'm afraid your memory fails you,” said the Snake. “If you die, that 
ring transfers to your successor, who according to Nottingham law should 
have been your daughter, until you changed the law so that your successor 
would be Bertie, your jail attendant, instead. According to the Nottingham 
News, you did it in quite the fit of rage after Dot rescued Robin from jail. I 
take it you and your daughter have a spotted history? In any case, Bertie’s 
been basking at a new estate in Camelot, paid for by my brother. Which 
means Bertie will gladly burn your ring before your body makes it to a 
grave.” Japeth’s eyes flashed. “Betraying your own blood has costs, it turns 
out.” 

The Sheriff roared and charged the Snake like a battering ram. The 
Sheriff hit him so hard that Japeth went flying to the ground, knocked out 
cold. In an instant, the Sheriff was on him, beating him with both fists, 
gashing open the Snake’s ghost-white cheeks, the Sheriff’s punches fueled 
by a fire so deep Sophie wasn’t sure he would ever stop. But something was 
moving on Japeth’s thigh: a single scim still wiggling . . . struggling to peel 
itself off the Snake’s suit... . 

Sophie lunged too late— 

The eel stabbed into the Sheriff’s ear. 

The Sheriff screamed in pain, writhing onto his back and mauling at his 
ear spouting blood, before he finally yanked out the scim and tore it to 
shreds. He crawled to get up, but Japeth kicked him in the chest, then 
delivered a hammer blow to the Sheriff’s head with both fists, crushing him 
to his knees. 

A blast of yellow light shot past the Snake’s head. 

Japeth turned to see Kiko sprinting towards him. 

Scims shot off his suit, aimed for Kiko’s face— 

Sophie sprang to her knees. She fired a flare of hot pink glow that 
bashed into Kiko’s chest, blasting her like a cannonball into the darkness of 
trees. 

It was the strongest stun spell Sophie could muster, powered with the 
resolve to keep Kiko alive. Wherever Kiko was, she’d be slow to recover, 
but hopefully Beatrix and Reena would find her before any of Rhian’s men 
did. 


Meanwhile, the Snake had glimpsed the spell hitting Kiko and wheeled 
in Sophie’s direction, but he couldn’t see anyone there— 

The Sheriff took advantage of Japeth’s distraction and clubbed him in 
the neck, throttling him to the ground. The Snake flipped over and kneed 
him in the groin, climbing on top of the Sheriff with lightning speed and 
pressing his hands to his throat. 

Wrapped in snakeskin, Sophie scrambled to her feet, rushing for Japeth, 
another stun spell at her fingertips— 

Then she stopped. 

Or rather, something stopped Sophie. 

Her dress. 

It flayed at her body, the white lace hardening like a corset, tighter, 
tighter against her skin, burning hotter, hotter, until beneath the snakeskin, 
her white dress began to turn black. 

What’s happening ? she gasped, stuck in place. 

The entire dress morphed as shiny and dark as obsidian, hugging her 
body like a second skin, the once white ruffles hardening, elongating, 
sharper, sharper, into spiny, needling . . . quills. 

Sophie’s stomach dropped. 

This dress. 

She’d seen it before. 

In a crystal. 

The first time she went inside the ball: a vision of her clad in this 
porcupine dress as she climbed a tree. 

She’d pooh-poohed the scene back then. The thought that she’d wear 
such a travesty. And not just that, but to wear this spiny-quilled dress in the 
middle of the Woods and then to start climbing trees— 

Sophie’s eyes quivered. 

Oh no. 

Like a gale wind, the dress began moving Sophie towards the nearest 
tree, an invisible force so strong she couldn’t fight it. The dress dragged her 
up the trunk, so she wasn’t climbing as much as ascending, being pulled 
past branches to the top, where the quills of the dress gouged into the thick 
bark, securing Sophie in place like a straitjacket, far away from the Snake 
and the Sheriff, still warring on the ground. 

Sophie thrashed against the tree, the snakeskin shrouding her. Why 
couldn’t she get the dress off like she could before? Japeth didn’t even 


know she was here. How could a dress have a mind of its own? How could 
it come alive now? She should have known not to trust it: from the way 
Japeth insisted she wear it... to the way it itched when he’d been close... 
to the way it’d reappeared after she’d burned it to ash... . 

It was his beloved mother’s dress. 

Evelyn Sader’s dress. 

And like the butterfly dress Evelyn once wore and her son’s suit of eels, 
this was alive too. 

Down on the ground, Japeth was strangling the Sheriff so hard that the 
Sheriff’s face had gone cherry-red, the veins of his throat shearing at his 
skin. 

The Sheriff raised a big, trembling palm— 

And slapped Japeth in the face with all his strength. 

Japeth let loose a startled shout, drowned out by a primal war cry, the 
Sheriff bounding off the ground and snaring the Snake like a lion. A blade- 
sharp scim shot off Japeth’s suit but the Sheriff caught it midair and stabbed 
Japeth in the rib. The eels on Japeth’s body shrieked in terrible chorus, 
before they all launched from the Snake’s suit like a thousand black knives 
and impaled the Sheriff’s wrists and ankles, crucifying him into dirt. The 
Sheriff grunted in shock, then stared upwards, his black eyes big, his lips 
wheezing panicked breaths. 

Bolted to the tree, Sophie floundered to make her finger glow, but was 
thwarted by the dress. She’d never felt so beaten, so scared. This was Dot’s 
father. A villain who’d redeemed himself. A man of Evil who’d sided with 
Good when it mattered. He didn’t deserve to die. Not now. And yet, she 
couldn’t help him. She couldn’t do anything. 

Japeth stood up, face bludgeoned to an ugly shade of purple, rivers of 
blood flowing down his naked form. 

He picked up a heavy stick off the ground and broke it over his knee, 
the end of it sharp as a stake. 

The Snake approached the Sheriff and straddled his helpless body, his 
eyes empty and cold. 

“You’ll...never...win....,” the Sheriff rasped. 

“Isn’t that what you said before this started?” Japeth replied. 

Sophie let out a silent cry— 

The stake ripped through the Sheriff’s heart. 


Sophie turned away, tears spilling onto her hands, leaves and branches 
scratching at her cheeks. She could hear Japeth ransacking the Sheriff’s 
body for the ring. The Snake’s breaths grew louder, his movements more 
frantic. He couldn’t find it.... 

Then it went quiet. 

Sophie looked down at Japeth kneeled over the Sheriff’s body. 

He was frozen still. 

Thinking. 

“Bet my boots... ,” Japeth murmured. 

His eyes floated to the Sheriff’s shoe. 

He pulled off the dirty leather boot. 

Then the other. 

The silver ring glinted around a blackened toe, almost as bright as the 
Snake’s smile. 

Japeth sauntered into the Endless Woods, whistling a tune, his bare 
snow-white skin glowing through the darkness, before he glanced back at 
his minions. The eels released the Sheriff’s body to the dirt and chased after 
their master. 

Up in the tree, Sophie’s dress melted back to white lace, gently 
unlocking her from the bark as if the dress was suddenly her friend. In a 
flash, she was sliding down branches, diving onto the ground, falling onto 
the Sheriff’s body— 

His eyes were still open, blood foaming from his mouth. 

“Tell... Dot...” 

“Shhh! PI get the gnomes! Pll get help!” Sophie said, spinning for the 
stump— 

The Sheriff seized her hand. “Tell Dot... me and her mother... .” He 
choked out blood. “It was... love.” 

His heart stopped. 

Slowly his eyes closed. 

His hand let go of Sophie’s, the skin ice-cold. 

“No ...,” Sophie whispered. She sobbed over the Sheriff, soaked with 
his blood. She would have saved him. She would have stopped this. She 
was the Witch of Woods Beyond. She would have torn out Japeth’s heart 
and fed it to his eels. She’d have given her life to protect that ring, to 
protect the Woods and her friends. If only she’d been given the chance. 


Enraged, she ripped at the white dress, shredding its layers and flinging 
them into the wind, but the dress instantly repaired and erased the Sheriff ’s 
blood, its magic sealing her in tighter, like a suit of armor. 

Sophie hunched there, wet with sweat and tears, as dawn threatened the 
dark. 

Something cut against her thigh. Inside her pocket. 

The crystal. 

The one that made her leave her friends and escape here in the first 
place. 

The one that showed her a way to fight back. 

A thick rumble echoed in the forest— 

Sophie turned. 

Seeds of flames flickered through the trees, gliding in her direction. 

Sophie’s eyes knifed to green glass. 

Follow the crystal, she thought. 

Follow the script. 

The Sheriff would be avenged. 

Payback was coming. 

For Japeth and his brother. 

Quickly, Sophie pulled the Sheriff’s body into the trees, away from the 
haze of sunrise bleeding onto the forest floor. 

She paced by the stump, her eyes darting around the Woods. 

No sign of Kiko, Beatrix, Reena. 

No sign of Reaper or the gnomes. 

She needed to contact Agatha . . . to ask her a question she needed 
answered ... 

But how? 

Something Kiko said floated back to her: “Those fireflies on the stump 
watch everything .. .” 

The rumbling grew closer... the torches brighter. . . . 

A blue-and-gold carriage approached, carved with Camelot’s crest, 
bathing Sophie in flamelight as the driver slowed the horses. 

Through the window, Sophie spotted a boy inside the carriage, his face 
shadowed. 

The door opened. 

Using her pink glow to light her steps, Sophie climbed in next to the 
boy and shut the door. 


He turned towards Sophie, his square jaw and thin eyes sculpted in 
silhouette. 

“Rhian saw your message,” said Kei. 

He held up a familiar piece of parchment. 

The letter from Arthur to Lady Gremlaine. 

“Dear Grisella, I know you’ve gone to stay with your sister 
Gemma...” 

The letter Sophie had shoved in Rhian’s face as he fought her in his bed. 

The letter that had made the king’s eyes go wide, his bloody hands limp 
against hers. 

But it wasn’t the letter that had done it. 

It was the words Sophie had painted over the letter, out of Agatha’s 
sight. 

The words she’d secretly scrawled with Rhian’s blood. 





She’d lied to Agatha, pretending to go along with her plan. 


She’d betrayed her friends and the forces of Good. 

But only Sophie had seen the crystal now hidden in her pocket. 

Only she had witnessed how this tale really ended. 

Soon the Lion and the Snake would be dead. 

Sophie looked up at Kei. “He knows I’m on his side, doesn’t he? The 
king?” 

The captain didn’t answer. He faced forward as the driver whipped the 
horses and the carriage veered on its wheel, back towards Camelot. 


AGATHA 


Catin a Museum 


Agatha stood at the center of the earth, her body coated with sweat, an 
endless pit of blue lava swelling beneath her like a luminescent sea. 

Slowly, a glowing green vine lowered the Sheriff’s body towards the 
lava. 





Behind Agatha, hundreds of gnomes gathered on Lands End, a grassy 
slab suspended by vines, dominated by a golden obelisk, carved with the 
names of gnomes come and gone. Beneath the levitating field of grass, an 
ocean of fluorescing lava roiled, where the dead had been cremated. The 
audience of gnomes held their hats and bowed heads as the lava welcomed 


its first ever human, molten waves storming and splashing over the Sheriff ’s 
body, before devouring it in a hiss of smoke. 

Agatha didn’t shed any tears. The Sheriff was dead by the time she, 
Tedros, Reaper, and Guinevere had made it past the enchanted sack the 
Sheriff had left as a trap. They’d tried to gather the fireflies from the stump 
and extract everything they’d seen, but the scims had decimated nearly all 
of them, corrupting the footage. But they’d watched enough to know that 
Japeth had killed the Sheriff in cold blood and stripped him of his ring. The 
one ring that could stand between Rhian and infinite power. 

Agatha’s soul raged like the inferno below. 

Japeth killed Chaddick. 

Japeth killed Millicent. 

Japeth killed Lancelot, Dovey, the Sheriff. 

All this time, she’d been obsessed with a lying king and his throne. 

Meanwhile, his brother was murdering her friends without mercy. 

Tedros and Guinevere flanked her, their eyes reflecting bright lava and 
dark thoughts. 

“Your Highness?” a voice said. 

They all turned. 

Subby, the king’s page boy, stepped forward. “Someone stole my 
rickshaw,” he puled, gnomes watching. “Took it right from the palace!” 

“Meow, meow,” Reaper exhaled, with no patience for this. 

“I thought it was a bhoot!” Subby insisted. “But it was a human bhoot!” 

“Meow! Meow!” the cat assailed— 

“A human who was up there!” Subby blurted. “Up there when the 
Sheriff died!” 

Reaper’s face changed. 

“I found this near his body,” his page explained. 

Subby held up something, catching the light of the graveyard. 

All the gnomes let out a startled oooooh. 

Tedros turned on his princess with a glare. 

So did Reaper. 

Agatha gritted her teeth. 

Even from here, she could smell it. 

The snakeskin in Subby’s hands. 

Stinking of dirt and mulch... 

And lavender. 


A TOOTHLESS GRANDMA gnome sat cross-legged on the floor, tapping her 
fingers across the bellies of a hundred dead fireflies like they were piano 
keys. 

“Stop there,” said Agatha. 

Grandma Gnome stopped her tapping, pausing the distorted footage 
playing out on a glowing wall in the throne room. 

Tedros, Guinevere, Agatha, and Reaper all leaned in, studying the scene 
on the wall. 

“Any way to fill it in a bit more?” Agatha asked the old gnome. 

The toothless grandma fussed with the dead fireflies, repairing broken 
carcasses and wings with her fingertip, which seemed to fill in the corrupted 
frame. “A birdie doo doo on you,” Granny Gnome warbled as she worked. 
“A birdie doo doo on you ... A birdie doo doo—” 

“Can you work any faster?” Tedros said, exasperated. 

The grandma gave him a fetid look, punctuated by a fart. Then she went 
back to fussing and singing, exactly as before. 

Tedros appealed to Reaper. 

The cat mumbled as if to say, “Try ruling a kingdom full of them.” 

“Look! That’s her!” Agatha exclaimed, studying the filled-in frame of 
Kiko bum-rushing the Snake, derailed by a blast of pink light to her chest. 
Agatha pointed at the disembodied glow. “It’s Sophie’s spell. She must have 
been hiding nearby.” 

“There’s your proof, then. Your supposed best friend attacked Kiko to 
stop her from fighting the Snake,” Tedros seethed. “Your supposed best 
friend was helping Dovey’s and the Sheriff’s murderer.” 

“Or she was trying to save Kiko from being killed,” said Agatha 
reflexively. 

“Still defending her! Still defending that witch!” Tedros spat, angrier 
than she’d ever seen him. “I never thought you could be so stupid!” 

Agatha fought with Tedros often. Her prince was well aware that she 
was as tough as he was and he loved her for it. But this time, Agatha had no 
ground to stand on. Sophie had deserted her friends and crawled back to the 
enemy. Not only that, but now Agatha recalled the way Sophie pinned 
Rhian to the bed when they went into the crystal . . . the rushed way she’d 
confronted him ... as if trying to play out a different script than the one she 
and Agatha had agreed on... . 


“I did what had to be done,” Sophie had defended after. “I did what was 
right.” 

She botched the plan on purpose, Agatha realized. 

But why? 

That crystal, she thought. 

The one she’d caught Sophie staring at and sneaking into her pocket. 

Sophie had seen something inside of it. 

Something that made her want to go back to Camelot. 

“Hmm ...ifthis is Sophie’s spell, then this must be Sophie,” Guinevere 
deduced, pointing to a wrinkle of glow in the corner of the frame. “The 
stump’s fireflies picked up the presence of the snakeskin. Is there any way 
to track this spot of light through the rest of the footage?” 

Granny Gnome strummed her fingers across firefly bellies once more, 
scanning through images and dexterously filling in scenes, following the 
blip of glow as it scaled a tree, where it remained until the end of the Snake 
and Sheriff’s battle, when Sophie doffed the snakeskin and dragged the 
Sheriff into the darkness, before climbing into the royal carriage with a 
shadowed boy. Agatha watched as Sophie used her pink glow to light her 
steps into the carriage and close the door, before the footage froze on a final 
frame: the carriage driving off, dust kicking up from its wheels. 

Tedros was about to combust. “So Sophie watches the entire fight from 
the safety of a tree, then cries over the Sheriff’s body like a bad actress, 
then dumps him in the bushes and returns to the castle to be with those two 
monsters. If I get back my throne— when I get back my throne—that devil 
minx will lose her head with them.” 

He’s right, Agatha thought, still at a loss. Everything Tedros was saying 
about Sophie was indisputable fact. 

But why couldn’t she accept it, then? 

Why was her heart still defending her best friend? 

Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Guinevere chewing on her lip, 
just as conflicted. 

“What is it?” Tedros growled. 

“When Sophie was at the castle, she played Rhian’s side so 
convincingly that I believed she’d betrayed you,” said Guinevere. “But even 
under Rhian’s thumb, she found a way to show me her loyalty. She found a 
way to tell me the truth. Suppose we’re missing something?” 


“Well, that was when she thought I was the real king,” Tedros retorted. 
“But now that she thinks—” He clammed up. 

Guinevere frowned. “What do you mean ‘when’? What’s changed?” 

Reaper, too, looked suspicious. 

Agatha and Tedros shared a harsh glance. Her prince still seemed in 
denial about what his princess had seen in the blood crystal. And now the 
thought of him sharing the possibility with his mother that he might not be 
the true heir . . . that her husband had been hexed to father someone else’s 
sons . . . that Excalibur had been correct to spurn him. ... 

Tedros turned back to Guinevere. “N-n-nothing. Nothing’s changed.” 

“But why would you say Sophie doesn’t think you’re the real king—” 

As Tedros deflected, Agatha found herself pondering something 
Guinevere said. 

“She found a way to show me her loyalty.” 

“She found a way to tell me the truth.” 

Agatha’s eyes floated back to the final frame, paused on the wall. 

“There’s something you’re not telling me, Tedros,” Guinevere strong- 
armed. 

“Mother, I promise you—” 

“Don’t promise, if it’s a lie.” 

Tedros swallowed. 

His mother and Reaper stared him down. 

Tedros began to sweat. “Uh .. . the name Evelyn Sader doesn’t mean 
anything to you, does it?” 

Guinevere’s eyes flickered. “Evelyn Sader?” 

“August Sader’s sister?” Tedros said quickly. “Took over as Dean our 
second year at school? You and Dad wouldn’t have known her. I’m just 
making sure—” 

“Wait,” said Agatha, cutting off mother and son. 

She gestured towards the screen and the cloud of dust, stirred up by the 
carriage. “Can we zoom in on this?” 

The old gnome brushed her fingers across the heap of dead fireflies, 
back and forth, widening the image on the wall until Agatha held up her 
hand. 

“Right there,” she said. 

Amongst the dust, something didn’t fit. 

A small cloud of mist. 


Pink mist. 

“Go closer,” Agatha ordered. 

The gnome obeyed, honing in on the pink dust with increasing detail, 
clearer, clearer— 

“Stop,” said Agatha. 

Tedros held his breath, peering at the wall. 

Reaper and Guinevere had gone quiet too. 

Agatha ran her fingers over the frozen frame... . over the smoky pink 
words that Sophie had cast as she’d lit her steps into the carriage . . . an 
unmistakable message she’d left for her friends to find... 


WHY DID tHe [DY KESAN? 


Behind the words, in extreme close-up, Sophie was glaring through the 
carriage’s window, right at the screen, right at Agatha, her emerald eyes 
shining like stars in the dark. 

“What does it mean?” Tedros asked, mystified. 

Agatha gazed at the message, her own eyes reflecting Sophie’s. 

She turned to her prince. “It means your Devil Minx left us some 
homework.” 


AGATHA FACED TEDROS, Guinevere, and her cat as they sat on the velvet 
floor of the throne room, snacking from bowls of yogurt-covered almonds, 
caramel-soaked figs, and sweet potato chips. She hadn’t the faintest clue 
what time it was, with several hours gone since Sophie escaped. 

“Here’s what we know,” Agatha started. “Sophie is still on our side—” 

“We don’t know that,” Tedros argued, mouth full of nuts. 

“King Teapea, there's a stranger trying to enter the palace,” a gnome 
guard announced from the door. “A highly suspicious stranger.” 

Reaper flashed a perturbed look and followed the guard out. 

Agatha still hadn't gotten used to her cat having kingly duties, but she 
had bigger things to worry about. She leveled a stare at Tedros. “We know 
Sophie’s on our side because she left that message.” 


“Agatha’s right, Tedros,” Guinevere confirmed. “Sophie’s playing a 
dangerous game. Just like she did when she pushed me to save you from 
losing your head.” 

Her son scowled. “So she went back to Rhian and his monster 
brother . . . for me? Sophie, the saint? Sophie, the selfless? Wonder why she 
wasn’t in the School for Good. Oh, I remember. She was too busy trying to 
kill us all.” 

“Sophie is unpredictable,” Agatha conceded. “And we don’t know why 
she went back or what she’s up to. But we know she’s trying to help us. 
That’s why she gave us that question. It’s the mission she wants us to focus 
on while she focuses on hers.” 

“You got all that from a dusty riddle? Wish you could read my mind the 
way you read hers,” Tedros groused, grabbing a fistful of chips. “That 
message doesn’t mean anything. ‘Why did the Lady kiss him’? Who’s ‘the 
Lady’? Who's ‘him’?” 

“The Lady of the Lake and the Snake,” Agatha replied calmly. “Sophie 
wants us to figure out why the Lady kissed Japeth.” 

“The kiss that stripped the nymph of her powers. Merlin told Tedros and 
me about it when he came to Camelot,” Guinevere remembered. “It was 
after the Snake killed Chaddick. The Lady of the Lake kissed him, thinking 
he was the true king.” 

“And thinking the Snake would make her his queen,” Agatha added. 

“But if that’s true, why would she kiss Japeth instead of Rhian?” Tedros 
puffed. “Rhian is the heir. Not his brother.” 

“Exactly. Hence Sophie’s question,” Agatha pounced. “And it’s the 
same question I had for the Lady when I went back to Avalon. She’d told 
Sophie and me that Japeth had King Arthur’s blood. But not just that. She’d 
claimed Japeth had the blood of Arthur’s eldest son. Only we know that’s 
untrue, because Rhian was the one to free Excalibur from the stone. Which 
means Rhian is the eldest son, not Japeth. I told the Lady she’d made a 
mistake. She hadn’t kissed the real king. But she insisted that I was wrong. 
That whoever she’d kissed had the heir’s blood and whoever she’d kissed 
was the one who pulled Excalibur. Which means something is still wrong 
here. Magically wrong. And now Sophie is asking us to find out why.” 

“But we already know the answer. Rhian and Japeth don’t have Arthur’s 
blood!” Guinevere snapped, losing patience. “Either one of them. They’re 
liars. They’re frauds. They found black magic that helped Rhian pull 


Excalibur and it’s that same magic that made the Lady kiss his brother. 
That’s the only explanation. Because they’re not Arthur’s sons! So it 
doesn’t matter who the Lady kissed! It’s all a big bluff! My son is the heir! 
My son is the king!” 

Agatha and Tedros went mum. 

Guinevere glanced between them, her face drawing in. “What’s 
happened?” Her eyes clouded. “Does this have anything to do with that 
Sader woman?” 

“It has everything to do with that Sader woman,” said a weaselly voice 
behind them. 

They turned to see two gnome guards and Reaper usher in a shock- 
blond boy Agatha didn’t recognize— 

Her eyes flared. 

Hort. 

But that wasn’t the surprise. 

He was holding something in his open palm. 

A butterfly. 

A blue butterfly. 

Agatha glimpsed Tedros’ face, denial giving way to horror. 

And right then and there, Agatha knew it was time to tell his mother the 
truth. 


By THE TIME Agatha had finished speaking, Guinevere was pale as a ghost 
and Tedros was no longer in the room. 

Agatha, Hort, and the former queen sat in pained silence, the prince’s 
absence palpable. 

“The woman in the butterfly dress. I met her once, a long time ago,” 
Guinevere rasped finally, wiping away tears. “I didn’t know her as Evelyn. 
Lady Gremlaine called her ‘Elle.’” 

“Elle was the name she used in Foxwood, when she raised Rhian and 
Japeth in secret,” said Hort, eyeing the bowls of snacks but dissuaded by the 
moment. “I thought Elle was for the ‘el’ in Grisella Gremlaine. Thought it 
was proof Lady Gremlaine was Rhian and Japeth’s mother. Except there’s 
an ‘el’ in Evelyn too.” 

Hort looked uneasy without his girlfriend there, but Nicola and Reaper 
had gone with two gnome guards to retrieve Kiko, who Nicola and Hort had 
found badly stunned in the Woods. 


Hort looked at Agatha. “Do you think Tedros will come back?” 

Agatha didn’t answer, lost in her own thoughts. 

She’d told Tedros and his mother the truth about the blood crystal. 

She’d told them the truth about Arthur’s heir. 

At first, mother and son had looked incredulous. The idea that King 
Arthur could be linked to the half-sister of August Sader, the seer who 
painted Tedros’ coronation portrait, wasn’t just preposterous, but daft. Yet 
as Agatha relived each moment—the way Lady Gremlaine had enlisted 
Evelyn and her spansel to seduce Arthur and have his child; the way 
Gremlaine abandoned her plan and fled the room; the way Evelyn had 
retrieved the spansel, her snake-colored eyes dancing with Evil— 
Guinevere’s face had seemingly aged in minutes, her hand grasping at her 
throat as if suffocated from the inside. When Agatha reached the moment 
where Evelyn hooked the spansel around sleeping Arthur’s neck, Tedros 
thrust out his palm, stopping her, and fled the room without a word, leaving 
Agatha alone with his mother and Hort. 

The silence thickened now, Guinevere’s face a death mask. Hort peeked 
at Agatha, expecting her to comfort the old queen. But the truth left no 
room for comfort. 

“Elle came to dine at Camelot at Arthur’s invitation. That was the only 
time I met her,” Guinevere went on, still shaken. “The dinner was a peace 
offering. After Arthur and I graduated from the School for Good, he’d 
brought me back to the castle to meet the staff, led by Lady Gremlaine. 
Arthur told them we were to be married.” Guinevere paused. “Gremlaine 
was caught off guard. She treated me snidely and I chastised her for it in 
front of her staff. If I had known she was in love with Arthur, I would have 
handled it better, but the damage was done. She went to stay with her sister 
in Foxwood and refused to return, ignoring Arthur’s pleas. That is, until 
Arthur met a friend of Gremlaine’s prowling around the castle: a woman 
named Elle Sader. He invited Elle to dine with us as a way of letting 
Gremlaine return with an ally at her side. He thought it would help her save 
face and come home.” 

“What happened at dinner?” Hort asked. 

Guinevere choked up. “I’m sorry. It’s just . . . the whole idea of it!” she 
cried, face in her hands. “That Arthur’s steward conspired with a witch to 
make him have children he didn’t want... . and then for the witch to take 
them for herself . . .” She shook her head. “Did Arthur know about this? 


Did he know a stranger had his heirs? Could he really have kept such a 
secret from me? From everyone?” 

Agatha looked down. “I don’t know. I only know what I saw.” 

Guinevere’s eyes suddenly widened. “It must have happened after that 
night. There were signs at the dinner. Between Gremlaine and that snake—” 

“What signs?” said Tedros’ voice. 

The prince came back into the room, his eyes stained red, his shirt wet 
with snot. He sat beside Guinevere and took her hand. All the defiance had 
melted out of his face, replaced with vulnerability and fear, as if in 
accepting that he might not be a king, he’d found permission to be a son. 

Tedros’ touch settled the old queen. “What signs?” he repeated. 

His mother took a deep breath. “The way they whispered and snickered 
anytime Arthur spoke about our impending wedding. As if they knew 
something we didn’t. And when Arthur mentioned that he wanted a seer to 
one day paint his child’s coronation portrait, Elle’s mood darkened. She said 
her brother August was a seer, but that his powers paled beside hers. That 
he might see the future, but she could hear the present—people’s desires, 
fears, darkest secrets—and that the present had far more force to change 
lives than the future or past. I suggested that she use her powers to be a 
fairy godmother. She cackled like a witch. That’s what her brother had told 
her. Use your powers to help people, he’d insisted. As if she would spend 
her life flitting around the Woods, making dresses for homely girls and 
reforming selfish princes, Elle mocked. Meanwhile, her brother grew more 
and more famous amongst kings and wizards, even coming to the attention 
of the School Master himself. A woman didn’t have the same opportunities 
a man had, Elle said bitterly. A woman had to rely on her wiles. But that’s 
what made her befriend women like Grisella, Elle added, grinning at Lady 
Gremlaine. To help other women use their wiles to their advantage... For a 
price, of course.” 

Guinevere wrung her hands. “She’d cackled again as she said this, and 
Arthur took it as a joke, laughing with her. He found Elle harmless. He 
liked that Lady Gremlaine had made a new friend. But I’d found Elle 
strange and unsettling. I remember feeling great relief when dinner was 
over and she’d left the castle. Later, that night, I found a blue butterfly in 
my room as I drew a bath.” She looked into Agatha’s eyes. “I killed it on 
the spot.” 


Guinevere sobbed into her son’s shoulder. Tedros held her and caressed 
her ash-white hair. His eyes met Agatha’s, any residue from their fights 
erased, the two resolved to battle through this somehow, to not let this be 
the end of the story. 

“Evil may have won in the Past, but it will not win in the Present,” the 
prince simmered, the veins in his neck pulsing. “Rhian might be my father’s 
heir by birth. But that doesn’t make him King of Camelot. Camelot is the 
great defender of Good. The leader of these Woods. And Evil will not sit 
upon its throne. Not while I’m alive. PIl protect my father’s legacy. 
Whether I’m king or not, I’m still his son. Pll protect his right to rest in 
peace.” 

“Whatever we do, it has to be soon,” Hort warned. “When Reaper let us 
in, a message arrived for him from Yuba, coded in Gnome. The first years 
and teachers are safe. But there’s only three swans left in the Storian’s 
carving. Or was it four. My Gnome is awful. Just a few rings that haven’t 
been burned, then. And Japeth has the Sheriff’s . . .” 

Agatha was lost in her head, Tedros’ words replaying. 

“Pll protect his right to rest in peace.” 

Rest in peace. 

Rest in peace. 

Agatha jolted, as if a butterfly had taken wing in her chest. 

“Tedros?” 

Her prince looked at her. 

“You mentioned something earlier,” she said. “When Reaper gave us 
our mission. Something about a riddle from the Lady of the Lake. A riddle 
about ‘unburying’ your father. What did you mean?” 

Guinevere raised her head, suddenly alert. 

“After she lost her powers, the Lady of the Lake let Merlin ask her a 
question,” Tedros replied, feeling the weight of his princess’s stare. “One 
question and then he could never return to Avalon again.” 

Agatha remembered what the Lady told her about the wizard: “We made 
a deal.” The same deal she’d made with Agatha. One question and one 
question only. Except in the stress of the moment, Agatha hadn’t thought to 
ask her what Merlin’s question was. 

“Merlin wanted to know if my father’s sword had a message for me. 
The Lady wrote the answer to Merlin’s question on a slip of parchment,” 
the prince went on. “‘Unbury Me.’ That’s all it said. Except I recognized 


those words. They were the same ones my father said to me in my dreams. 
It’s his message.” He looked at his mother. “But I don’t understand it. It 
can’t mean to literally unbury him—” 

“Of course not,” Guinevere agreed. “But it has to mean something!” 

Tedros shifted anxiously. “Maybe it meant Dad has secrets. Secrets 
we’ve now found. Dad wanted me to know the truth about his real heir.” 

“And so la-di-da The End? Leave a pig on the throne?” Hort scorned. 
“If your dad gave you that message, it wasn’t to stop you from fighting! It 
was to make you fight back!” 

“But how?” Tedros asked. “What am I supposed to unbury?” 

“Maybe he hid something in Excalibur’s hilt?” said his mother. 

“Or in his statue in King’s Cove?” said Tedros. 

“Or maybe the message means exactly what it says,” said his princess. 

They all turned to her. 

Agatha raised her gaze from the floor. 

“What if he did mean it literally?” she said. “What if ‘Unbury Me’ 
means unbury King Arthur from his grave?” 

The throne room was so quiet, Agatha could hear the thumps of Tedros’ 
heart. 

“Dig up my father?” he breathed. 

“But Arthur’s been dead for years,” said Guinevere, her voice cold. 
“There’s nothing left but bones and dust.” 

“No. Merlin enchanted his tomb,” Tedros countered tentatively. “He’s 
preserved exactly as he was.” 

His mother tensed, her years absent from Tedros’ and Arthur’s lives 
suddenly obvious. 

“Even so, disturbing his grave is out of the question,” the prince 
assailed, stronger now. “I’m not dragging my father’s body out of the 
ground.” 

“Even if it’s what your father would have wanted?” Agatha asked. 
“Even if it was his command?” 

Hort cleared his throat. “Look, not that I’m afraid to dig up a grave, 
since Nevers do that kinda thing on Friday nights, but having waited my 
whole life for my dad to get a proper grave, shoveling up Tedros’ doesn’t 
seem right to me. Plus, there’s no way we can get to Avalon to unbury him. 
Whole Woods is hunting us and the Snake is on the loose. Nic and I barely 
escaped Foxwood alive.” 


“And, even if we did get to Avalon, we can’t reach Arthur’s grave,” 
Guinevere added quickly. “The Lady of the Lake has to give us permission 
to enter her waters and from what you’ve told me, we’re not welcome 
anymore.” 

“On top of all that, my father’s coffin is guarded by Merlin’s spell to 
prevent people like us from desecrating it. Only Merlin can unlock it,” said 
Tedros, relieved by all these obstacles. His mother and Hort murmured their 
agreement. 

Agatha didn’t have the heart to argue. They were right: the risks were 
too steep. And more than that, she was asking her prince to raid his own 
father’s grave. Would she do the same to her mother’s? With no assurance 
of the outcome? 

A shadow flew across the waterfall veiling the entrance to the throne 
room, and a body leapt through, hands aflutter. 

“Come quick!” Nicola gasped at Agatha. “It’s Reaper!” 

“What happened!” Hort asked, but his girlfriend was already diving 
back through the waterfall. Hort chased after her, and Agatha and Tedros 
followed close behind with Guinevere, all of them bounding through the 
magical curtain, into the foyer, where Subby and his banged-up rickshaw 
awaited, its cart now stamped with dozens of stickers of Sophie’s face, X’ed 
out with the warning: “BAD BHOOT!” 

“Hurry!” Subby jabbed. “King’s waiting!” 

Poof! The page boy morphed into a girl gnome— 

“Girl Subby drives faster!” he/she pipped. “Let’s go! No time to waste!” 

Agatha and the rest crammed in, sitting in each other’s laps, bottoms 
barely settled before Subby was off and careening up the spiral tracks, 
twisting around the thick glowing vines that connected the different levels 
of Gnomeland. She drove past gnomes haggardly returning to their houses 
after the all-night blockade and funeral, past shopkeepers pulling down their 
anti-human posters, past gnome doctors wheeling Kiko flat on a gumey into 
Smallview General Hospital . . . before Subby and her cart headed straight 
for the Musée de Gnome. She screeched to a halt at the entrance. 

“Follow me!” Nicola ordered, hopping out. 

“Why is the cat in a museum?” Tedros asked, but Agatha was already 
sprinting at full pace next to Nicola, through the Musée’s doors— 

Agatha banged her head on molding. “Ow!” 

“Keep your head down!” Nicola said. “It’s made for gnomes!” 


Agatha rubbed her skull as she crouch-walked into the pint-sized hall, 
an ornate banner with “THE GOLDEN AGE OF TEAPEA” grazing her 
head, while Tedros and the others stooped down behind her. She tried to 
keep up with Nicola, passing regal portraits of her cat along with scenes of 
Reaper’s history, including the banishing of his father and brothers from 
Gnomeland, and his spectacular coronation, complete with a confetti-filled 
parade, a royal feast, and a city square jammed with dancing gnomes. 
Agatha hustled through more exhibits: a chronicle of the underground 
construction of Gnomeland . . . the biology of the luminescent vines wiring 
through the kingdom . . . a celebration of the years without human 
interference . . . until at last they reached a narrow, twisting staircase at the 
back of the museum, with a sign overhead: 


HUMAN WORLD OBSERVATORY 


A chain barred the stairs. “Permanently Closed.” 

“He’s waiting up there,” Nicola said, face fraught. 

“What is it? What’s wrong?” Agatha pressed. 

Nicola nodded towards the steps. “Hurry.” 

Agatha jumped over the chain, as did Tedros and the others, and they 
scuttled up the stairs, with Hort tripping on the tiny, cobwebbed planks, 
nearly taking down the entire group before they reached the top— 

Agatha froze on the landing, the others crowding behind her. 

They were on an open-air platform, looking up into the bright-lit tracks 
of Gnomeland city spiraling above them like glowing snakes. In the middle 
of the observing platform rose a colossal telescope, the size of a grown 
gnome, with a wide circular eyepiece and a long white tube that 
disappeared into the hollow of a glowing green vine that stretched up 
towards the top of the kingdom. 

Reaper was clasped onto this telescope like a koala to a tree, his body a 
quarter the size of the contraption, his pink, hairless head bowed as he 
peered into the eyepiece. 

The cat looked up at the group. 

Agatha, Tedros, Hort, and Guinevere gathered around him, each taking 
a Sliver of the eyepiece. 

The telescope magnified a long, deep view: up through Gnomeland city, 
up through the abandoned Flowerground tunnel, up through the stump, up 


through the dense treetops of the Woods. . . all the way into wide, red-lit 
sky and a magnificent view of the Woods at sunset, the expanse of 
kingdoms extending in every direction. 

For amoment, Agatha was mesmerized by how beautiful it was. 

Then she saw it. 

Glittering in gold. 

Lionsmane’s latest screed, emblazoned against the evening sky. 


The wedding of King Rhian and Princess Sophie will take place as 
scheduled, this Saturday, at sundown, at Camelot Castle. All citizens 
of the Woods are invited to attend. 


Slowly, Agatha raised her head. 

Reaper glowered back at her. So did Tedros. 
“Still think she’s on our side?” he said. 
Agatha’s heart went up in smoke. 

Was I wrong? 


After all this? 
Was I wrong about Sophie this whole time? 
“But... her message... the way she looked right at us... ,” Agatha 


said. “I don’t understand... .” 

Tedros just shook his head, less with anger than with pity, at his princess 
who couldn’t help but trust the one person who couldn’t be trusted. 

“Saturday at sundown,” Guinevere spoke. “That’s two days.” 

“And now he has Nottingham’s ring,” said Nicola, near the staircase. 
“Which means, unless the remaining kingdoms stop him...” 

“Rhian becomes the One True King,” said Hort. “Rhian becomes the 
Storian. Sophie said it would happen at the wedding. Which means in two 
days, he has the power to write anything he wants and make it come true. In 
two days—” 

“We all die,” said Agatha. 

Everyone fell quiet. 

“And all I have is a message from my father that I’m too afraid to 
obey,” said a voice. 

Tedros’. 

“Agatha’s right,” the prince said, looking up at the group. “Rhian is my 
father’s son. He is my father’s heir, I accept that. But then why is my father 


reaching out to me from his grave? Why did the Lady of the Lake give me 
that message? There has to be a reason. There has to be something we don’t 
know yet. When I was king, I let others take the lead too often. But either I 
lead now or our story is at an end. We’re beaten from all sides and this isn’t 
the time to hold back. Not against an enemy that will kill us all and erase 
everything we stand for. We have to go to Avalon and unbury my father. We 
have to dig up the Past if we’re going to save the Present. We have to step 
into the belly of the Lion. There is no other choice. It doesn’t matter if 
people in the Woods want to kill us or if the Lady isn’t on our side or if the 
coffin is hexed with a thousand locks. It’s what Merlin would have wanted 
us to do. It’s what Dovey and Lesso would have wanted us to do. It’s what 
my father would have wanted us to do. They’re our guides now, even if 
they’re not here. They’ve left behind a path.” Tears hovered in Tedros’ 
eyes, his jaw clenched. “And like my princess, I must have the courage to 
follow it.” 

He gazed hard at Agatha. “Now ... who’s coming with us?” 

Agatha held his stare, prince and princess united. 

“Guess I should put on my grave-robbin’ boots,” she heard Hort 
murmur. 


== 24252 
SOPHIE 
The Garden of Truth and Lies 


Sophie watched the towers of the castle loom closer as her carriage 
trundled through Camelot’s village, the streets dappled with red and gold 
light. Kei posed like a statue in the seat next to her, spine stiff, jaw tight, 
eyes cold and fixed ahead. 





In Maker’s Market, wind blew dust off cobblestones onto bakers 
opening their shops, butchers unloading carcasses, and young children 
sleepily herding towards Camelot’s school. Every shop seemed to have a 
gold Lion painted in its window, while schoolchildren flashed Lion pins on 
their lapels to two pirates in Camelot armor checking for evidence of 
loyalty to the king. Amidst the market stalls, a dark gap caught Sophie’s 
eye: a shop burnt to the ground and a notice nailed to a stake in the ashes. 


CONDEMNED 
FOR SUSPECTED SYMPATHY TO REBELS 


There was no mention what became of the shopkeeper. 

The carriage rolled past a newsstand, an old humpbacked man laying 
out the new edition of the Royal Rot, the stand’s marquee once labeled 
CAMELOT COURIER now poorly etched over with a Lion crest. Sophie 
scanned the morning’s headlines. 


TEDROS STILL ON THE LOOSE! 
King Raises Bounty for Rebels’ Heads! 


PRINCESS SOPHIE MISSING! 
Kidnapped by Tedros? Or in League with Rebels? 


MORE ATTACKS IN THE WOODS! 
Rebels Sack Bloodbrook and Ladelflop! 


The Snake had said only three rings were left. And Nottingham’s was 
one of them.... 

So Bloodbrook and Ladelflop must be the other two. 

Had these new attacks convinced their rulers they needed Camelot’s 
protection, like the others who’d destroyed their rings? Had these attacks 
bullied the two holdouts into siding with Man against the Pen? 

Sophie’s throat went dry. 

Is the Sheriff’s ring the last one left? 

Sophie pictured Japeth striding into the forest, his scims laminating his 
body as he flipped the carved ring on his thumb like a coin. 

He’d bring it back to his brother, Rhian’s faith in him affirmed. Bertie, 
the Sheriff’s old jail attendant, would burn it on the king’s command. Man 
would become Pen, just like August Sader warned. 

Nothing could stop Rhian now. 

Nothing could stop him from infinite power. 

Except her. 

Doves in formation circled Camelot’s castle, standing tall against 
cloudless blue, the stains and nicks that tarnished the towers under Tedros’ 
reign since smoothed away. Sophie thought of the fairy-tale castles she’d 


read about in storybooks back in Gavaldon . . . castles that made her dream 
of Ever After . . . castles that looked just like this one. She sighed 
mordantly. Mooning over those storybook castles, she’d never bothered to 
ask herself what was happening inside. 

High in the Gold Tower, the windows to the king’s bedroom stretched 
wide open. 

Rhian must be up and moving. 

Nerves punctured Sophie’s stomach. If Rhian was on his feet again, he 
was dangerous. But if he was feeling well enough to roam around, he was 
also able to fight... and if he could fight... 

She touched the crystal in her pocket, squeezing its sharp edges between 
her fingers. Rhian kills Japeth. I kill Rhian. That’s what the crystal 
promised. Which meant first, she had to turn the two brothers against each 
other. But how? She’d have to make Rhian trust her . . . which meant she’d 
need time alone with him, away from his brother . . . But suppose Japeth 
had gotten back with the ring already? 

In her window’s reflection, she noticed Kei yawn. 

The statue lives. 

Studying his reflection, Sophie considered his sensuous lips, his high 
cheekbones and structured jaw. Until now, she’d never thought of Kei as 
human, let alone as a boy. She suddenly remembered the ogling look he’d 
given her that first night at dinner, practically drooling with lust... . 

So he was a boy, after all. 

Well, then. A witch could do her work. 

She turned to him, pulling her dress tighter. “Kei, darling. I heard Rhian 
mention something about ‘taking you back.’ What did he mean?” 

Kei didn’t look at her. 

“You answer to me, you know,” Sophie pointed out. 

“I answer to the king,” Kei corrected. 

“Who you apparently crawled back to like a dog,” Sophie snipped. 

The captain stared forward. 

“Certainly treats you like one,” she added. 

Kei swiveled. “You don’t know what you're talking about. He took me 
back even though I was a traitor. Even though I’d gone and worked for 
him.” 

Sophie blinked. “Tedros, you mean?” 

Kei ignored her. 


Sophie moved closer. “How do you think I feel? Being friends with 
Tedros but knowing in my heart that Rhian is the better king. How do you 
think I feel betraying Agatha so I can do what I think is right?” she said, 
shifting in her white dress, just happening to show more of her leg. “Playing 
both sides isn’t easy.” 

Kei tried hard not to look. “Maybe you’re still playing both sides.” 

“Pm on Rhian’s side, just like you,” Sophie vowed, cozying in, her 
lavender scent drifting towards him. “But Tedros and Agatha won’t give up. 
This is war now, between a real king and a false one. We need to work 
together, Kei. To protect our king. But you’ve known him longer.” Her 
hand brushed his. “Which means I can only protect him if I understand him 
like you do.” She caressed her throat, delicately biting at her lip.... 

“Look, what do you want to know?” Kei blurted, pink spots on his 
cheeks. 

“How did you meet Rhian?” Sophie questioned. 

“We were friends at school. Best friends.” 

“And then you helped him become king,” said Sophie, all business now. 
“When did he tell you he was Arthur’s son?” 

“Rhian told everyone when we were at school,” Kei said, still piqued. 
“No one believed him. Not even his own brother. But I did. Even when 
Japeth and the others mocked me, I defended him. Not just because I loved 
Rhian like a brother or because I loved Camelot and fantasized about my 
best friend being its king. But because I hated the idea of Tedros as king. 
All of us in Arbed House did. We knew your fairy tale and we knew Tedros 
was unfit to lead a horse, let alone a kingdom. But then the Ever Guard 
trials started...” 

“And you chose to be in Tedros’ guard,” said Sophie. 

“As much as I’d loved Rhian, I’d despised his brother. I wanted to be 
away from Japeth,” Kei admitted. “Plus, there was the lure of serving 
Arthur’s kingdom, which I’d dreamed about since I was a boy. .. . So I 
gave Tedros a chance.” 

“No shame in that,” said Sophie. 

“Yes there is, when you betray your best friend and when the king you 
chose turns out to be more of a coward than you thought. All Tedros had to 
do was stand up and fight Japeth’s attacks. Rhian never would have become 
the Lion.” 

“You knew Rhian’s brother was behind the attacks?” Sophie asked. 


“T tried to tell Tedros when he was king,” said Kei ruefully. “The one 
time he and I spoke. He needed to ride out and fight the Snake... to kill 
him like Arthur would have... to be a leader. He would have become the 
Lion instead. He would have stayed king. Even with Excalibur trapped in 
that stone. The people would have stood by him. I would have stood by 
him. No one else would have gotten hurt. But he didn’t listen.” Kei shook 
his head. “That’s when I knew I’d chosen the wrong king.” 

She waited for him to go on, but his gaze went back out the window. 

“What about Rhian? Do you think he’s a good king?” Sophie guided, 
trying to keep him talking. 

“Better than Tedros,” said the captain. “But that’s not what makes him 
Good.” 

“What do you mean?” Sophie asked. 

Kei turned, meeting her eyes. “He’s loyal to people, despite their flaws. 
Like his brother. Or me. Or you. Isn’t loyalty a mark of Good?” 

For a moment, Sophie actually believed him. 

“Except you don’t just serve Rhian,” she pointed out. “You serve the 
Lion and the Snake now. The Snake who you wanted to be away from.” 

“T don’t serve the Snake,” Kei said, ice-cool. 

“Pshh. You rescued him from Nottingham’s prison—” 

“Because Rhian ordered me to and I’m loyal to Rhian. And because as 
king, Rhian assures me he has his brother under his firm control. I have no 
loyalty to Japeth. We weren’t friends at school. Rhian was barely friends 
with him at school. Japeth had his own best friend. A monster, if you ask 
me.” 

“Aric,” Sophie said, out loud. 

Kei froze. “How do you—” 

She’d said too much. 

His eyes glassed over and his spine straightened. 

The rest of the ride was silent. 


AS THE CARRIAGE barreled through the gates, a team of twelve black-masked 
pirates were dismounting their horses in front of the stables and hosing the 
blood off their black suits, having returned from a night of attacks. One of 
the Mistral Sisters lurked amongst them, handing out satchels of gold. 
Through the pirates’ masks, they watched the carriage drive by, their cold, 
hollow eyes tracking Sophie like a fox let into the chicken coop. 


Rhian kills Japeth. 

I kill Rhian. 

Pirates kill me. 

Sophie shuddered. 

The carriage stopped in front of the castle doors. She followed the 
captain up the Blue Tower stairs, Evelyn Sader’s white dress tingling at her 
skin again, as if fully aware of her murderous plot and warning her not to 
go through with it. 

Sophie bit down her fear and climbed faster. This time, a dress wouldn’t 
stop her. 

She trailed Kei across the catwalk towards the Throne Room, with a 
view into the Blue Tower dining hall. 

Someone was at its table. 

Sophie bucked up, a forced smile on her face, anticipating her 
enemy... . 

It wasn’t Rhian. 

An old, filthy man slurped messily from plates of parsnip soup, salmon 
pie, roast chicken with applesauce, stuffed eggs, stewed yams, and 
butterscotch pudding. 

Another Mistral Sister sat across the table. “Now, Bertie, if something 
were to befall the Sheriff—highly unlikely, of course—that would turn 
Nottingham’s ring over to you. And you’ll burn that ring on the king’s 
command, just as we discussed—” 

“We discussed you freein’ me brutther frum Bloodbrook jail,” Bertie 
growled, fisting pudding into his mouth. “And a house for me mum.” 

“Your mother will stay in Stink Swamp and your brother in jail until 
you burn the ring,” the Mistral woman said curtly. 

Bertie gave her a dead-eyed glare. “Better be a big house for me mum. 
With a tub—” 

Kei was well ahead of Sophie now and she hurried to keep up, her dress 
stinging threateningly at her skin. 

They passed the Map Room, where Wesley and a second pirate, in their 
black marauding suits, hovered in front of a floating map of the Woods, 
every kingdom X’ed out except Bloodbrook, Ladelflop, and Nottingham. 

“A good night’s work,” said the dark pirate. 

“Bloody good night’s work,” Wesley smirked. 


He dipped his middle finger in black ink and slashed it across 
Bloodbrook and Ladelflop, leaving only Nottingham untouched. 

Sophie fended off a wave of nausea. 

Japeth has the last ring. 

A ring that Bertie would burn on Rhian’s order. 

She had to move quickly. 

Kei was skirting past the Treasury Master’s office now, where Sophie 
noticed the third Mistral Sister seated opposite the bald, egg-shaped 
Treasury Master, pug-nosed and pink-skinned, surrounded by piles of 
ledgers on his desk. She tried to eavesdrop— 

“The Camelot Courier has been making inquiries into our accounts, 
Bethna,” said the Treasury Master. “They’ve sent reporters to the Bank of 
Putsi.” 

“Warrants are out for the Courier’s staff,” said Bethna. “They’ll never 
make it to Putsi.” 

“Even so, the manager of the bank has a mind of his own,” the Treasury 
Master observed. “If he begins investigating our accounts, he could alert the 
Kingdom Council before the last ring is burned. . . .” 

Bethna weighed his words. “Pll go to Putsi at once,” she said, turning 
for the door. 

Sophie ducked out of view, scuttling after Kei. 

What is in that bank? she wondered. What are they hiding? 

But there was no more time to think, for Kei was already walking 
through the doors of the Throne Room. 

Sophie hesitated as she entered, dark shadows crisscrossing the long, 
vast hall. For a moment, it was so dark she couldn’t see anything, the thick 
carpet rustling beneath her slippers. 

A ray of light cut through the shadows. 

Sophie looked up. 

A boy stood at the window, his back to her, a crown nestled in his 
coppery hair. Sun haloed him as two seamstresses cinched a belt of gilded 
Lion heads around his high-collared white fur cape. 

A wedding cape. 

As if in response, Sophie’s dress began to morph on her skin. She flung 
up her arms in shock as the dress tightened around her ribs, the fabric 
hardening from lace to crepe and sealing her chest in a creamy-boned 
bodice. The sleeves spouted wings and ruffled cuffs while the hem 


unraveled to the floor, pooling behind her in a rich, white train. Along the 
edges of the bodice, gold thread wove a pattern of Lion heads, matching the 
boy’s belt. The back of Sophie’s neck tickled as the collar extended up her 
nape, higher, higher, then pulled down over her face in diaphanous silk, like 
a hood or a mask ora... 

Veil. 

Sophie started shaking. 

A wedding dress. 

She was trapped in her own wedding dress. 

The boy turned from the window. 

Rhian smiled, his face battered and bruised. 

“Yes, Mother,” he said, blue-green eyes twinkling. “I think that’ll do 
nicely.” 


“YOUR MOTHER IS inside the dress?” Sophie asked, morning dew dripping 
off a rosebush onto her white lace, restored to its prim, ruffled form. 

“A piece of her, perhaps,” said Rhian, walking with her through the 
royal gardens. Clad in his blue-and-gold suit, he limped gingerly, Excalibur 
on his belt. In the sunlight, Sophie could see the mess of welts on his tan 
face and neck, still healing. As he bent to inspect a tulip, she glimpsed a 
scar at the top of his skull, jagged and faded. A scar from long ago. 

“My mother left that dress to us when she died,” he went on. “It's 
shown signs of life. Even given my brother and me answers. But fashioning 
you a wedding dress . . . ? That was a surprise.” He peered at Sophie. “Has 
it done anything else?” 

Sophie tightened. “No,” she lied. “What do you mean it gave you and 
your brother “answers”? How can a dress give answers?” 

“How can two girls magically appear in a king’s bedroom? Each of us 
has questions, it seems,” said Rhian dryly. “Want to see the Orangerie?” He 
moved towards a short staircase ahead. “It’s almost finished.” 

Workers clustered on the level below, tending to perfectly square plots 
of orange trees, planted in the pattern of a giant chessboard, a titanic stone 
fountain of a Lion at its center, occasionally shooting jets of mist over the 
grove. Rhian struggled down the steps and Sophie took his arm, feeling his 
muscles resist hers, then slowly soften. At the bottom she let go, and they 
walked in silence between the squares of trees, the mist from the fountain 
lacquering their faces. 


“The crystal... the one that let Agatha break into my dungeons,” said 
the king, a low branch brushing his crown. “That’s how you broke into my 
bedroom too, isn’t it?” 

“Why don’t you ask my dress?” Sophie cooed. 

Rhian chuckled. “They don’t make girls like you in Foxwood. At least 
not the ones I met when I was in school.” 

“Because girls like me go to the school you want to tear down,” Sophie 
remarked. “I’m sure you had your share of girls anyway.” 

“I had other priorities.” 

“Like trying to convince your classmates you were King Arthur’s son, 
when even your own brother didn’t believe you?” 

Rhian side-eyed his princess. “And here I thought Kei was impenetrable 
to a girl’s wiles. PII have to have a talk with him.” 

“Do it tomorrow,” Sophie smiled. 

There would be no tomorrow, of course. 

She plucked an orange from a tree and peeled open its skin, extracting a 
Slice and holding it out to the king. 

“Is it poisoned?” Rhian asked. 

“Naturally,” said Sophie. 

She slipped it into his mouth and he bit into it, the juice dripping off his 
gashed lips. Their eyes locked. Sophie thought about how, in just a short 
while, the boy standing in front of her would plunge his sword into his own 
brother’s heart. And how she would rise from behind, in his moment of 
shock and mourning, and cut it short with a single blow. She’d feel no 
remorse. The killing would come easy. 

“You’re smiling,” said Rhian. “What are you thinking about?” 

“You,” Sophie replied. 

She lifted onto her toes and kissed him, sugary wetness coating her 
tongue and mixing with the cool mint of his mouth. For the briefest of 
moments, she thought of Rafal. Their lips parted, sticky and sweet. Rhian 
looked dazed, like she’d stabbed him, before he glanced away and padded 
forward, trying to steady his limp. 

“I knew you would come back. I knew it. Even when Japeth told me I 
was a fool. I knew that we were meant to be together. King and queen.” 

“Ah. The boy who said that he’d never love me. That love made people 
into foggy-eyed fools,” Sophie hazed, fully in control now. Her emerald 
eyes glimmered with mischief. “Suddenly, he isn’t seeing so clearly.” 


“No, that’s not it.” Rhian rubbed at his close-shorn skull. “It’s just... 
You could have stayed with your friends. But you were loyal to me instead. 
When you didn’t need to be. And loyalty is something I haven’t had much 
of in my life.” 

“You have the loyalty of your men and the rulers around you,” Sophie 
pointed out. “You have Kei’s loyalty. And your brother’s.” 

“All of them want something from me, my brother included,” the king 
said, glancing at her. “Maybe you want something too.” 

Sophie twinged with guilt and almost laughed. Guilt for a monster! 

“Oh? What do you think I want?” she asked, playing with fire. 

Rhian stopped on the path. He studied her carefully. “I think you want 
to make a difference in these Woods. That’s why you were unhappy as 
Dean. You said it yourself when we had dinner: you want a bigger life. It’s 
why you were drawn to me when we met.” He brushed aside a stray lock of 
her hair. “Think about it this way. The Pen put Tedros on the throne and he 
couldn’t keep these Woods safe. If the Pen can no longer be trusted to 
protect the Woods, then it’s up to a Man to take its place. Not just any Man. 
A King. The One True King. That’s why you came back to me. Your friends 
will think it’s because you’re Evil, of course. That you want to be a queen 
for the sake of a crown. But we both know the truth. It’s not enough to be 
queen for you. You want to be a good queen. And you can only do that with 
me.” 

Sophie frowned, thrown by his earnestness. She kept walking. “I would 
be a good queen. That is true. But where’s the proof you would be a good 
king? You don’t believe in the Pen and yet the Pen keeps the balance 
between Good and Evil. That’s why the Storian has lasted all these years. If 
a king had the Storian’s power, he would destroy that balance. You would 
destroy that balance. You would wipe out all those who rebel against you. 
You would rule with Evil in a way the Pen never would.” 

“Quite the opposite, in fact,” said the king, trying to keep up with her. “I 
would use the power of the Pen to do Good. To bring down that worthless 
school and reward ordinary people doing right in these Woods. Just like 
Lionsmane’s messages tried to do, before you hijacked them.” 

“Oh please. Those messages were filled with lies—” Sophie argued. 

“In the service of Good. To raise people up,” said Rhian. “But 
Lionsmane’s messages are just the beginning. A Good king protects his 


people. A Good king protects the Woods. What better way to protect the 
Woods than to wipe out Evil completely.” 

“Impossible,” Sophie pooh-poohed, facing him. “Evil has always 
existed. You could never wipe it out.” 

“I can and I will.” Rhian stared at her, his eyes glazed and hot. 
“Everything I’ve done in my life has been to get me here. I didn’t get into 
your lofty school. I wasn’t kidnapped from reality and dropped into a magic 
castle like you and your self-righteous friends. While you basked in the 
privileges of your school, bright, young ‘lords’ of the Woods, I was with 
real people. In the real Woods. And here’s what I learned. The Storian isn’t 
the keeper of balance. It isn’t a peacemaker at all. The Storian thrives on the 
war between the two sides. On pitting Good and Evil against the other and 
letting that war drag on for eternity. That’s why my pen made a show of 
twisting the Storian’s tales: to prove that every one of its villains can be a 
hero and every hero a villain. And yet, we cling to the Pen’s every word, 
reacting to each victory and loss as if it was our own, the balance swinging 
between Good and Evil, back and forth, back and forth, while the real 
people of the Woods are forgotten. Their lives left out of our storybooks, 
lost in the fog of a pointless war.” 

The king’s face softened. “But the Pen has the power to end that war if 
it chooses. It knows that every villain has something they want. Something 
they’ve turned Evil to get. Give them what they want and it can stop them. 
Before they cross the point of no return. Evil preempted by the hand of fate. 
The Pen would never do such a thing, of course; it needs the two sides at 
war to preserve its power. So it binds them together like twins, so that Good 
can’t live without Evil and Evil without Good. . . . But I know better. If I 
had the Pen’s power, I’d wipe Evil out. Neutralize it. Cut it off at the root. 
Take my brother, for instance. His soul skews to the worst kind of 
wickedness. But with the Pen’s power, I can bring back to life the only 
person Japeth has ever loved. I can give him the only Ever After he’s ever 
wanted. His Evil would be cured. Imagine if I could do that with every 
threat, extinguishing every villain, every spark of darkness. If I could use 
Lionsmane to give them love or fortune or even just a friend: whatever it 
takes to restore their souls to Good. I could prevent attacks like the Snake’s 
from ever actually happening. The war between Good and Evil would end. 
The spotlight stripped from a Pen and a School and returned to the people. 
Peace, true peace forever. That’s why I need to be king. The One True King. 


I can do what the Storian could never do. I can erase Evil from these Woods 
permanently. I can be the balance.” 

Clammy coldness clawed at Sophie’s core. The boy in front of her 
suddenly felt like the knight she once fell in love with, his aqua-green gaze 
clear, honest. . . real. 

“But you can’t stop Evil. Look at you! You’re Evil!” Sophie resisted, 
snapping from her trance. “You ordered the attacks on kingdoms! You set 
the Snake loose just so you could be king! You’re responsible for people’s 
deaths! And so much more. You enslaved Guinevere: a queen. You 
blackmailed leaders. You’ve tortured Merlin and sent pirates to attack 
schoolchildren and stabbed me to give my blood to your brother. You told 
lies about Tedros to get leaders to burn their rings. Lies about Agatha. Lies 
about me. Lies about everything!” 

“Yes, I have told lies,” the king replied evenly. “I have done things that 
are ruthless and vile. I’ve let my brother attack the Woods at will. At times, 
I’ve hated myself for it, but like a good king, I know how to do what needs 
to be done. Even if it means I have blood on my hands. Because unlike 
Tedros, I spent my life in the shadows, where Good and Evil are never so 
simple. Every day in my world requires sacrifices. Sacrifices that can be 
awful and ugly. But I want a better future for people like me, where even a 
baker or bricklayer has the chance to tell his story. To know that they 
matter. To be proud of their lives. For that to happen, the Storian must be 
replaced. The School must fall. And a King of the People must rise. Any 
Evil I’ve done, any lie I’ve told, it’s to make that future possible. Because 
only I can lead these Woods to a real peace, a real Ever After, for everyone. 
Beyond the legacy of my father. Beyond Good and Evil. I can save the 
Woods from all Evil, forever. I can be the One True King, the immortal 
Lion, cutting the head off every Snake. Anything is worth that. Anything. So 
look me in the eye and tell me I’m not as Good as my father. Look me in 
the eye and tell me I’m Evil, when everything I’ve done has been to save 
these Woods from it.” 

Sophie’s lungs turned inside out. 

This was lies. 

This had to be lies. 

This was the villain! 

The boy she needed to kill! 


The boy who was pure Evil, except now he was telling her he was the 
Good one...the one who could keep the Snake contained, the Snake living 
inside every villain . . . the one who could erase Evil forever. ... 

What if it was true? 

What if it were possible? 

Her head spun, like she’d been bashed by a crystal’s blue light and 
dropped in another dimension. 

“Your mother,” she breathed. “She’s the one you want to bring back to 
life?” 

Rhian nodded. “My mother’s the only person Japeth ever loved. If he 
had her back . . . he would be happy and at peace. His Evil would be gone. I 
could be the king I want to be, the Lion the people need, without a Snake 
breathing down my neck.” 

Sophie was so addled that she found herself trundling ahead, leaving 
him hobbling behind her. All this time, she’d believed Rhian a savage intent 
on the Storian’s infinite power, his brother his loyal henchman. That was 
her version of the story. The one she and her friends agreed on. But in 
Rhian’s version, Rhian wanted the Pen’s power for another reason: to keep 
his brother happy. To kill the monster inside of him. To kill the monsters 
inside all the villains of the Woods. To bring peace to the people. Forever. 

Sophie pictured the eel-covered pen she’d first met in the Snake’s 
hands, changing the Storian’s tales to make the heroes villains and the 
villains heroes, twisting known stories into something darker and untrue. 
Lionsmane, the messenger of lies. 

But when it came to Rhian’s tale . . . had she become the messenger of 
lies? Had she failed to see the real story, while clinging to a warped version 
of it? 

Impossible, she thought. 

And yet the way he’d looked at her, so pure-eyed and sure— 

“How did you escape?” he asked, appearing at her side again. His 
forehead shined with sweat. She hadn’t realized how far she’d gotten ahead 
of him. 

“Escape what?” 

“Agatha and Tedros. You escaped them and their rebels. Where are 
they? Where are all of them?” 

Sophie blinked at him. “On the run, of course. That’s how I got out. In 
the chaos of moving between hideouts.” 


Rhian searched her face. His knuckles twitched near Excalibur’s hilt. 

Sophie’s finger glowed strong behind her back— 

“Doesn’t matter,” the king groused, moving towards the last patch of 
trees. “Once my brother claims Nottingham’s ring, their days are 
numbered.” 

“I thought you said you were Good,” Sophie retorted, tailing him. 

“I am Good,” said Rhian. “My father’s sword choosing me is the proof. 
Your friends are the ones who are Evil. They deny the will of the people 
who want me as King. They arrogantly stand in the way of a better Woods. 
A more peaceful Woods. A Woods that King Arthur would have been proud 
of. Your friends aren’t just rebels against what’s right. They’re my Nemesis. 
They won’t stop attacking me until I’m dead. Which means I need to defend 
myself. First rule of Good.” 

Sophie opened her mouth to argue. Nothing came out. 

Rhian pulled up his shirt to inspect a deep laceration between two ribs, a 
pinprick of blood oozing between two stitches. He exhaled and kept 
walking. “Wish your blood healed me.” 

“Why doesn’t it?” Sophie prompted. “Strange that my blood would heal 
one twin and not the other.” 

He didn’t answer for a moment. 

“Rhian?” 

“It's the pen’s prophecy,” he said, pausing on the path. “Only with you 
as a wedded queen can the Storian’s powers be claimed. One brother weds 
you and becomes the One True King. The second brother is restored by 
your blood. Sophie, the Queen for one. Sophie, the Healer for the other. 
You, the bond between brothers, each with an incentive to protect you.” 

Like the Storian, Sophie thought. Kept by two brothers, each 
safeguarding it for their side. 

Something needled at her. Something that didn’t make sense. 

“One brother weds me and becomes king?” Sophie said. “You meant 
when you wed me. You’re the elder. You’re the heir.” 

Rhian cleared his throat. “Yes. Obviously.” 

Sophie walked ahead. “But which pen? You’ve spoken of this mystery 
pen again and again. The pen that supposedly told you all these things. 
Which pen was it? The Storian or Lionsmane? Which pen knew I would be 
your queen? Which pen knew I could heal your brother?” 


She looked back at Rhian and to her surprise, she saw him grinning. 
“Found a way to magically break into my room. Found a way to get me a 
message under your friend’s nose. And yet, you still don’t know why you’re 
here. Maybe you’re not as smart as I thought.” 

If there was one thing Sophie despised, it was being called stupid. 

“Oh?” she said cuttingly. “I know who your mother is. I know all about 
her. I know how you came to be born. Do you?” 

Rhian snorted. “You don’t know the slightest thing about my mother.” 

Sophie gave him a cold stare. And suddenly, as if her thoughts were 
making it happen, her dress shape-shifted again. This time, the lace ruffled 
tighter, tighter, pinching in at every corner, before the ruffles began to 
quiver in unison, like a thousand gossamer wings. The white wings flapped 
harder, a little head poking out between every pair, as if about to take flight. 
A shot of color appeared at Sophie’s breast, like a stab wound, which bled 
outwards, covering these tiny winged creatures in rich, brilliant blue, the 
dress on her body now transformed into a dress so familiar, a dress once 
worn by her enemy, a dress made out of... butterflies. An army of them, 
blue as sapphires, rippled and flowed as she breathed in and out, their heads 
rising and falling with her heartbeat, as if the dress was no longer fighting 
her or binding her, but obeying her. 

Rhian’s eyes went big, his skin as pale as his brother’s. 

Then in an instant . . . the butterflies vanished. 

The dress melted back to white lace. 

Sophie arched a brow at the king. 

“Oh, I know more than you think,” she said. 


SOPHIE 
Rhian and the Real Thing 


“My mother was a secretive woman,” said Rhian, taking off his shirt. “I 
know very little about her time as your Dean.” 

With cloud cover cooling the garden and the king increasingly limp, 
they’d returned to the veranda. Maids brought Rhian fresh bandages and 
creams for his wounds, which he now applied to his bare torso, grimacing 
and struggling to reach. 

Sophie sat next to him. 

Do I kill him? 

Do I not kill him? 

After everything Rhian had just told her, she didn’t know if he was 
Good or Evil anymore. If he was lying or telling the truth. If he should live 
or die. 





But one thing was still true. 
His brother had to die. 


Kill Japeth and the worst Evil would be gone. 

Kill Japeth and Rhian might leave Evelyn Sader in her grave. 

Kill Japeth and maybe she could let Rhian live. 

Maybe. 

But what about Tedros? 

Rhian had to die or Tedros couldn’t retake the throne. 

Presuming Tedros should retake the throne. 

But what if Rhian was right? 

What if Rhian would be the better king? 

He was the real heir, after all. 

And just because Agatha and Tedros were Sophie’s friends didn’t mean 
Tedros should rule Camelot. Nor had Tedros ever talked about his people or 
why he should be king with the same passion that Rhian showed her. 

What if being the One True King is Rhian’s destiny? Sophie thought, 
stiffening. What if his having the Storian’s powers could bring lasting peace 
to the Woods? What if it could stop Evil forever, just as he promised? 

Then killing Rhian wasn’t the Good thing to do. 


Killing Rhian would be Evil. 

Sophie’s heart shriveled. 

And I’m Evil. 

Is that why the crystal showed her murdering him? 

Because her soul wanted her to do an Evil deed? 

Because it wanted her to be a witch? 

Rhian wrestled awkwardly with a bandage— 

“Oh, Pl do it,” Sophie sighed. 

Rhian eyed her tentatively . . . then lay back. She kneeled by his side 
and wrapped the cloth around his ribs. He flinched at the coldness of her 
touch. 

First things first, she told herself. 

Rhian kills Japeth. 

That part of the script hadn’t changed. 

Which meant she had to find their weak spot. 

That thread of mistrust she could unravel. 

“Tell me about her,” she said, rubbing cream into a bruise on his 
shoulder. “Your mother.” 

“Japeth inherited her magic, unlike me,” said Rhian, eyes closed, trying 
not to wince. “I must be like my father. Who my mother never, ever brought 
up. We knew not to ask. But I had my suspicions.” 

“Such as?” 

“There was the old card with Camelot’s seal I found in my mother’s 
room, inviting her to dine at the castle. ‘Looking forward to seeing you,’ it 
said, in the king’s own hand. I was obsessed with Camelot like every young 
Everboy, so imagine my excitement. My own mother knew King Arthur? 
My own mother once dined with the king? But when I asked her about the 
card, she punished me for snooping in her things. Then there was the way 
she hid us in Foxwood, not allowing us to leave the house or go to school, 
as if she was afraid someone might find us out. Then one day, a woman 
showed up at our door: a woman I recognized from the Camelot Courier as 
King Arthur’s steward. I couldn’t hear her and Mother’s conversation, but 
why would King Arthur’s steward come see our mother? Yet if I tried to 
ask questions about the king, Mother would shut me down. And any 
mention of Queen Guinevere would draw a black glare and mumbles about 
‘that uppity shrew.’ It was obvious my mother and King Arthur had a 
history. That something happened between them. And both Japeth and I 


seemed to have Arthur’s looks . . . or at least I did. A little bit of sun and I 
match his complexion. Put Japeth in the sun and he looks like burnt ham.” 

“But that’s absurd! Why wouldn’t your mother tell you who you were? 
Why not tell the whole Woods she’d borne Arthur’s sons?” Sophie asked. 
She thought of the way Evelyn’s eyes gleamed triumphantly before she 
looped the spansel around the king’s neck. “That was the point. To claim 
Arthur’s heirs—” 

Rhian opened his eyes, peering at her. 

He doesn’t know, Sophie realized. He doesn’t know how he was made. 

“I think she tried,” said Rhian. “I heard her crying once, cursing my 
uncle August for siding with ‘him.’ She must have told Arthur she was 
pregnant with his child. But Arthur had a queen by then. He had Guinevere. 
Maybe he threatened my mother to keep her quiet. Maybe my uncle August 
helped him. That’s why she was hiding us.” 

“But what about after Arthur died?” Sophie pushed. “Surely then she 
would have told people—” 

“Who would have believed her?” said Rhian. “What proof did she 
have?” 

“And your brother? Did he suspect that King Arthur was your father?” 

Rhian batted away a fly. “Tried to talk to him about it, but he wouldn’t 
listen. He said he was quite sure who our father was.” 

“Who?” Sophie pushed. 

““Not King Arthur,” said Rhian, mimicking Japeth’s hard tone. “He 
thought I was a fool about all of it, so enamored with the king that I’d 
convinced myself I was his long-lost son. But truth be told, Japeth and I 
never really saw eye to eye about anything. We’re twins, but total opposites. 
Two halves of a whole.” 

Sophie resisted a smile. Rhian and his brother weren’t so different from 
she and Agatha. Finding the wedge between brothers might be easier than 
she thought... . 

“So your mother was closer to Japeth?” she asked. “He seems quite 
attached to her.” 

“Too attached,” said Rhian crisply. “It’s why Mother loved me more.” 

Sophie looked at him. “Go on.” 

“Japeth couldn’t share my mother with anyone. Including me. If my 
mother showed me even the slightest bit of attention, he’d have terrible 
rages. When I made her a cake for her birthday, he put something in it that 


made her ill. When she showed our cat too much love, it disappeared. After 
every incident, he’d be sorry; he’d cry and vow it would never happen 
again. But it always did. And worse each time. Mother and I were prisoners 
of his rage. It’s what made us so close.” 

Sophie tensed, still unused to feeling sympathy for the boy she’d come 
to kill. “And there was nothing you could do? You couldn’t send him away 
or...” 

“My brother?” Rhian said, stone-cold. “My twin?” 

“But from what you’ ve said—” 

“Every family has problems. Every single one. You find a way to right 
the wrong. To heal the rot at the core.” 

“You speak about family the same way you speak about the Woods,” 
Sophie said cynically. “But Evil can’t just be erased.” 

“Well, here I am, still at my brother’s side, our relationship stronger 
than ever. Tells you what I’Il be like as king, doesn’t it?” Rhian boasted. “I 
never gave up on him. Unlike my mother.” 

Sophie raised her brows, but Rhian anticipated her question. 

“The rages got worse,” he explained. “Nearly killed my mother and me 
a few times. She used her butterflies to spy on him. To pin him down during 
his fits. Thankfully she was more skilled with her magic than he was with 
his. That’s how we stayed alive.” Rhian paused. “Then she wrote the School 
Master about him.” 

“The School Master? Why?” 

“My mother taught there once. My uncle August had gotten her a job as 
Professor of History. She and the School Master grew close—too close, I 
hear, since he ended up expelling her from the school. My mother believed 
that women didn’t have the same advantages that men like her brother had. 
That her only chance at glory was to cozy up to powerful men. Like Arthur. 
Like the School Master. Both attempts backfired. Clearly Arthur wanted 
nothing to do with her. And the School Master didn’t just banish her; he cut 
off contact entirely. My mother sent him letters, begging him to accept 
Japeth to the School for Evil, to take him off her hands. He owed it to her, 
she said. But he never answered. Nor was Japeth claimed by the stymphs 
when the time came.” 

“Did your brother know any of this?” Sophie asked, treating another 
bruise. “That your mother was trying to get rid of him?” 


Rhian shifted uncomfortably. “No. We were out of money by that time 
too, barely having anything to eat. Finally my mother told us she was going 
to see our father. If she could just face him in person, she had hope he’d 
help her. She’d make him help her. In the meantime, my brother and I 
would be enrolled at Arbed House. She’d had a talk with Dean Brunhilde, 
who, after meeting my brother, assured my mother she could handle Japeth, 
or ‘RJ’ as the Dean affectionately nicknamed him. She seemed to relish lost 
causes. Even so, my mother insisted I be there to help keep an eye on him. 
Until she came back, of course.” 

Rhian took a shallow breath. 

“Never heard from my mother again. My guess is Arthur rejected her. 
This was around the time the king died. Something in her must have broken 
after that. She never came back for us. Didn’t send a single letter. The love I 
thought she and I shared . . . the bond I thought we had... . None of it 
mattered. She wanted to get away from Japeth. She wanted to get away so 
badly she was willing to leave me behind too.” 

A tear hovered at the corner of his closed eye. 

“For a long time, we didn’t know where she was. We heard rumors. 
That she met the Mistral Sisters and became interested in the theory of the 
One True King. That she joined a colony of women, intent on enslaving 
men. That she killed King Arthur herself. All we knew for sure is that she 
ended up at the School for Good and Evil as its Dean, with a vendetta 
against Arthur’s son. It only gave me more proof that Arthur was our father. 
Clearly she wanted to take revenge on Tedros for his father’s betrayal. For 
taking everything her sons deserved. She even tried to bring the School 
Master back from the dead to kill Tedros. But in the end, it was the School 
Master who killed her.” Rhian exhaled. “My brother and I were on our own 
for good.” 

A warm gust curled through the veranda as they sat in silence, Rhian’s 
heart pumping under Sophie’s palm. For him, this was digging into the 
darkness of the Past; for her, it shined new light on the Present. Evelyn’s 
dress softened against her body, like a loving embrace, as if at last she knew 
all its secrets. For a moment, any agenda, any plan she’d had evaporated in 
the wind. 

“She abandoned you,” Sophie said quietly. “She abandoned you because 
of your brother.” 

Rhian didn’t answer. 


“Does he know?” Sophie asked. 

Rhian opened his eyes and the tear fell. “He thinks she went to see our 
father because she still loved him and was proud to tell him about her sons. 
That when he rejected her, she died of a broken heart. I could never tell 
Japeth the truth. That it was him that drove her away. That it was him that 
broke her heart. It’s the curse of being Evil. It makes you torment the ones 
you love. And Japeth loved my mother too much.” 

Sophie went quiet, thinking of all the times love made her a monster. 

“Not long after my mother died, the Mistral Sisters came to us,” said 
Rhian. “They told us King Arthur was our father, just like I’d always 
known. When Japeth mocked them, they gave us that dress you’re wearing 
now. My mother’s dress that came alive before our eyes. It led us to the pen 
that showed us our futures. The pen that picked you as my queen. The pen 
you think is a mystery . . . but that dress knew where to find it. The pen told 
us our mother’s wishes. That the future queen be given her dress. That her 
son seize his rightful throne. And if we did as she said, there was a way to 
bring a soul back from the dead. To bring her back from the dead. All the 
Evils of our past would be erased. The story would have a new ending: me, 
the One True King... . Japeth, Mother, and I, reunited at Camelot’s helm... 
Our family restored, as it was meant to be.” 

Sophie thought about Lionsmane’s storybook at the Blessing; the one 
that told Rhian’s fairy tale. It had left out the secrets. The shades that 
mattered. Like all storybooks. 

“What did Japeth say?” Sophie asked. 

“Well, he went from mocking them to suddenly believing I was the One 
True King. He made me promise that if he helped me become that king, I 
would bring the one he loved back to life. It took time for us to work out 
our plan, of course . . . but Japeth never flagged. He was as invested as I 
was, now that he had my mother at stake. I could see the hope in his eyes,” 
Rhian recalled. 

Sophie pictured Evelyn Sader, with her milky skin and bee-stung 
lips . . . with her manipulative ways and vengeance against men... with 
her nefarious butterflies and revisionist histories worthy of her son’s 
pen.... 
But Evelyn Sader had been a mother too. 

A mother, like Sophie’s own, who’d made mistakes. 
A mother who’d died, wishing for another chance. 


Sophie’s skin goose-pimpled under the white lace, caressing her like 
someone’s touch. She let out a breath of disbelief. 

“What is it?” he asked. 

“Your mother’s dress,” Sophie said, brushing her hands across the 
downy corset. “I know it sounds absurd, but all of a sudden, I feel like it... 
likes me.” 

She raised her eyes. Rhian was watching her through clear, blue-green 
pools. A Lion’s deep, assessing gaze. 

“T see why every boy falls in love with you,” he said. 

“Before, you saw why every boy dumped me,” Sophie replied. “Which 
is it?” 

Rhian leaned over his chair and took her hand. “I thought I knew your 
fairy tale. But no story can do you justice. It took me time to see deeper. 
Beneath the beauty and wit and games. I know you now, Sophie. The real 
you. Petals and thorns. And I love you for them both.” 

Sophie couldn’t find air, blood pounding through her. She hadn’t been 
spoken to with such passion. Not since Rafal. 

“You have your brother,” she said weakly, trying to keep her wits. “You 
have Japeth. You can’t have me too.” 

“After what happened with my mother, I was afraid to ever love 
someone,” he said, sliding off his chair. “I couldn’t let Japeth do to them 
what he’d done to her. I had to put him first. But I can’t give you up, 
Sophie. I need you too much. I can be myself with you like I can’t be with 
anyone else, even my own twin. I love you in a way I can never love him.” 
He put his lips to her neck. “Because this is love that I choose.” 

He slipped his hands around her throat and lifted his mouth to hers. His 
hands ran over her dress and the lace turned to white butterflies beneath his 
fingers, rippling and flapping in waves, the sound of their wings beating, 
the symphony of a kiss. 

Then, as their lips tangled and danced . . . a chill swept through the 
room. 

Rhian didn’t notice, his hands sifting through Sophie’s hair. 

But Sophie noticed, along with the shadow creeping over the veranda. 

She kissed Rhian harder. “What do we do about Japeth?” 

“Mmmmm?” Rhian said, in a hot fog. 

“I don’t want to end up like your mother,” Sophie breathed. “I want us 
to be happy. Just the two of us. We could be alone. We could be free.” 


“What do you mean?” Rhian asked, between kisses. 

Sophie let the words come. “If he was... gone.” 

Rhian stopped kissing her. 

He pulled back, his face hard. 

“I told you. He’s my brother. He’s my blood.” 

Sophie gripped his shoulders. “You think your mother will be happy to 
see him when you bring her back? He’ll drive her away, like he did the first 
time! ‘Past is Present and Present is Past. The story goes round and round 
again.’ Your words. And you said she wanted to get rid of him . . . that she 
left because of him . . . that she loved you more—” 

“Did she?” said a voice. 

Rhian stopped cold. 

Slowly he turned to see his twin standing against the wall of the 
corridor, bloody and beaten in his tattered suit of scims. 

“Well, then. Give Mother my regards,” said Japeth, walking away. 

He tossed something at Rhian’s feet. 

A silver ring, stained with blood. 

The king stared at it, his eyes wide and frozen, before they rose to 
Sophie... . 

Then he went after his brother. 


SOPHIE HAD ORCHESTRATED this, of course. 

The moment she’d seen Japeth’s shadow and sensed that chill. She’d 
chosen her words to Rhian and made sure his brother overheard. 

Witches knew how to start wars. 

If all went well, Japeth would soon be dead. 

Whether she let Rhian live or die, on the other hand... 

Maybe that’s why the scene in the crystal cut off before she killed him. 
Before she buried Excalibur in his back. Because even the future didn’t yet 
know what would become of Camelot’s king. 

Clouds brewed darker overhead. Sophie followed the boys’ voices to 
the catwalk between towers. She peeked around a stone column. 

“I told you she’s dangerous,” Japeth boiled, his cheeks bruised in violet 
hues. “She’s the real snake.” 

“T didn’t mean those things. Not in the way she said,” Rhian defended 
as he threw on a shirt, the two boys separated by a long length of stone. 
“Mother loved you. I love you—” 


“You think I’m stupid. You think I didn’t know our own mother? I know 
she loved you more. I know what I am,” Japeth lashed. “What I didn’t know 
is that you’d trade me, your own blood, for the kisses of a wench.” 

“You don’t know Sophie. Not like I do,” Rhian battled. “I told you 
she’d come back. She’s my queen, just like the pen said. That’s why she 
escaped the rebels. That’s why she betrayed her friends. She believes in me. 
She’s loyal!” 

“Did you ask how she escaped?” Japeth attacked. “Or where the rebels 
are?” 

“She doesn’t know,” Rhian returned fervently. “They’re always on the 
move....” 

Japeth smirked, letting him hear the echo of his own words. Doubt 
shadowed Rhian’s face. 

“Your ‘queen’ is a liar,” said the Snake. “She won’t be happy until 
we’ re both dead.” 

A scim began to shriek, squirming over his mangled shoulder. Japeth 
lifted it off his suit like a butterfly, letting it softly babble in his ear. 

The Snake’s eyes floated up to Rhian . . . then past the king’s shoulder. 

“Come out, come out, little spy,” Japeth cooed. 

Sophie’s heart leapt into her throat. 

She knew better than to disobey. 

Without a word, she stepped onto the catwalk. 

“Brother?” Japeth said calmly. 

The king glanced at Sophie, then at the Snake. 

“Bring me her blood,” said Japeth. 

Rhian returned an empty stare. 

“You speak of loyalty? Look at my wounds! Look at what I’ve endured 
to get the last ring! For you!” Japeth scorched. “That was the pen’s promise. 
You get a queen and I get her blood. Forever. Now, bring it to me.” 

Rhian flexed his jaw. 

He didn’t move. 

A scim launched off Japeth’s suit, tore across the catwalk, and slashed 
Sophie in the cheek, spilling blood onto her white dress. 

Sophie screamed, repelling into the stone column and hitting her head. 
She grabbed at her cheek, her skull exploding with pain, blood slipping 
through her fingers. 


Across the catwalk, the eel had returned to its master, dripping Sophie’s 
blood onto him, healing the Snake’s face to a smooth, flawless white and 
breeding new scims to sew up his suit. He gave his brother a venomous 
look. 

“Now, if you’ll excuse me, Your Highness. I’m going to go sit in your 
bath and by the time I get out of it, either that witch is gone from this castle 
or PII kill her myself. Magic blood be damned.” 

He shot Sophie a lethal glare, then strode into the Gold Tower. 

Rhian watched him go. 

Slowly the king’s eyes moved back to Sophie, splotched with blood, 
flattened against the stone column. 

“He’s the devil,” she gasped. “You have to fight him! You have to kill 
him!” 

Rhian shook his head. “I told you. He’s my family. My family,” he 
gritted. “I can cure him. I can make him Good.” 

“Good is about standing up to Evil!” Sophie blasted. “Real Evil, even if 
it’s your own brother! He drove your mother away from you. And now he 
wants to drive me away too. Past is Present and Present is Past. The story 
repeats until you change it. That’s what a hero does. That’s what a king 
does. You say you love me? You say you’re Good? Well, until you fight 
back, all I see is a coward. All I see is a fool.” 

Rhian’s mouth trembled, his whole body slacking under the weight of 
his emotions. For a moment, he looked like a little boy. A little boy who’d 
had to make this choice many times before. 

He steeled himself, his face a hollow mask. 

“Take the carriage,” he said. “Leave here and never come back.” 

He limped off the catwalk, Excalibur askew at his hip. 

Then he was gone. 

Sophie stood there, tasting her own blood in her mouth. 

Waves of fury crashed and foamed through her. 

To think she almost let that coward live. 

No. 

Rhian would die. 

They would both die. 

But how? 

Japeth was taking a bath. 

Rhian had surrendered to him. 


The promised fight would never happen. 

And she had nothing to replace it, no weapons, no plan, except a crystal 
in her pocket— 

She held still. 

Across her gashed face crept a wicked smile. 

A crystal and a bath. 

They were all the weapons she would need. 


BY THE TIME Sophie neared the king's bedroom, she could hear the bath 
running. 

From behind a column in the dim hallway, she spied two pirate guards 
outside the doors, swords on belts. 

Her eyes roved to the other end of the hall... and a massive chandelier 
over the foyer to the king’s wing. 

Sophie’s finger seared pink— 

She shot a flare, shattering the chandelier, spraying crystals in every 
direction. 

“Whawazzat?” one guard pealed. 

The two of them abandoned their post, sprinting for the foyer. 

Quickly Sophie darted from behind the column and kneeled at the doors 
to the king’s chamber. Her cheek throbbed with pain, still dribbling blood 
onto her dress. Through the crack, she saw the bedroom empty, the door to 
the bath half-closed, the sounds of the tub filling behind it. She caught a 
glimpse of Japeth through the bathroom door. No sign of Rhian anywhere. 

She slipped into the king’s chamber. 

Pearl-gray skies glowed through the windows, illuminating the gold- 
and-crimson silkprint walls, the chairs carved with Lion crests, and the 
perfectly made bed, the gold-and-red curtains drawn back. She heard 
Japeth’s footsteps padding behind the half-closed door in the corner. 

Treading lightly, Sophie crawled under the bed. She had to get Japeth 
out of the bathroom, long enough for her to sneak inside. 

She’d only get one shot. 

Raising her lit finger, she launched a flare into the closet, which 
detonated like a firecracker, collapsing all the racks of clothes. 

Instantly, Japeth bolted out, still in his suit of scims. While he inspected 
the closet, Sophie slithered on her stomach through the door. 


The king’s bathroom shimmered like a gilded mausoleum, with mirrors 
reflecting mirrors and Lion crests carved into every tile and tap. Steaming 
water gushed into a vast tub, perched on gold-sculpted lion claws, the bath 
nearly overflowing now. A separate nook for the toilet lay dark and tucked 
away in the corner. 

Sophie glanced into the bedroom as Japeth emerged from the closet, 
frowning, and pulled open the doors of the king’s chambers, only to see the 
two guards missing. 

“Tdiots,” he murmured. 

He headed back to the bath. 

Heart rattling, Sophie seized the crystal from her dress pocket, said a 
silent prayer .. . and dropped it into the tub. 

She ducked into the toilet nook as Japeth entered. 

His suit of scims magically receded, revealing his frost-white flesh as he 
approached the tub and disappeared into the thick steam. 

Without his spying eels able to detect her, Sophie breathed easier, safely 
concealed. Evelyn Sader’s dress swaddled tighter, nuzzling her reassuringly. 
As Japeth climbed into the bath, Sophie was surprised at how vulnerable he 
looked, the savage who*d murdered her friends nothing more than a slim 
teenage boy. Little by little, the Snake submerged into scalding water, 
letting out an ordinary gasp of pleasure and pain. 

Sophie peeped out of the nook, waiting for it to happen. 

Because if Rhian's and Japeth's souls were recognized by Dovey’s 
crystal, then they had the same powers as Dovey or her Second . . . which 
meant the moment Japeth sank into the bath, fished the crystal out from 
under him and looked into its center . . . all of which unfolded now as 
Sophie watched, her stomach in knots...thenin3...2...1.. 

Blue light beamed through the bath and Japeth sprung back i in surprise, 
splashing water everywhere. 

Slowly Japeth extracted the glowing crystal from the water and held it 


up to inspect it. Then he noticed there was something inside... . a scene 
playing out within its glass edges. .. . He peered closer as Sophie held her 
breath. ... 

“Japeth?” a voice called. 

Rhian’s. 


Japeth squeezed the crystal in his fist, snuffing its light. 
“Get out,” he ordered. 


“She’s gone.” 

Japeth’s face changed. “How gone?” 

“Gone.” 

Silence passed between brothers. 

“I made you tea,” said Rhian’s voice. “Just the way you like it.” 

Japeth slipped the fist with the crystal back underwater. “Come in.” 

Sophie cursed to herself. 

Rhian pushed through the door. He was in his blue-and-gold suit and 
carrying a mug. 

“Poisoned, I assume?” said Japeth. 

“Naturally,” said the king, his crown catching gilded light. “What was 
that noise?” 

“Avalanche in your closet. Shoddy work.” 

“Evidently. A chandelier just crashed outside. Could be Sophie’s parting 
gift, though. Guards are searching the castle to make sure she’s left.” 

The twins eyed each other. 

“No wedding, then?” Japeth asked. 

Rhian smiled limply. “Not sure what we’ll do with all the gifts. 
Apparently the Sultan of Shazabah is sending a magic camel.” 

Japeth exhaled. “You won't miss her, brother. In a few days, you won't 
even remember her name.” 

The king smoothed his blue-and-gold suit, as if brushing away this part 
of the conversation. “We’ll summon the Kingdom Council tomorrow and 
burn the last ring.” 

“Then the Pen's magic will be yours,” his brother said eagerly. 
“Lionsmane, the new Storian. You, the One True King with infinite power.” 

“With infinite power comes the burden to do right by that power,” said 
the king. “A responsibility I hope I’m worthy of.” 

“As if that's in question,” Japeth flattered. “You've always been the 
Good brother. The one everyone loves. That's why you’re the king.” 

Rhian cleared his throat. “Where should I put your tea?” 

“What will you do first?” Japeth pushed. “What will be the first thing 
you write with Lionsmane?” 

“To abolish the Kingdom Council and that wretched school forever,” 
Rhian replied. “Time to return these Woods to the people.” 

“Never got over that you weren’t taken to be an Ever, did you?” Japeth 
baited. “Or maybe it was that I wasn’t taken away, leaving you and Mother 


in peace.” 

Rhian stiffened. “Japeth—” 

“What will you do with the school?” Japeth asked sweetly. 

“Burn it to the ground,” the king said, relieved by the change in subject. 
“A conflagration so fierce and high that it can be seen all across the 
Woods.’ Something like that. Words to be written. Words you and I will 
watch come true.” 

“And Agatha and Tedros and all the rebels? What of them?” 

“They’ ll be dead with a penstroke. Erased into thin air.” 

“No Harpies to skin their flesh or trolls to eat their brains? No cataclysm 
of pain?” 

“Only the pain of a footnote,” said Rhian. 

Japeth snorted. “I knew there was a reason I helped you become king.” 

Rhian turned serious. “We both know the real reason, Japeth.” 

His twin suddenly looked unsettled. 

“You helped me fulfill my wish, Japeth,” said Rhian. “And once we 
burn the last ring, it'1l be my turn to fulfill yours.” 

Blush spots rose on Japeth’s cheeks. 

“A wish I promised you, for your loyalty and faith,” said Rhian 
intensely. “You vowed to help me become king if I vowed to bring the one 
you love back to life with the Pen’s powers. You’ve kept your word. 
Tomorrow PII keep mine.” 

Japeth choked up with emotion, hardly able to speak. 

“Thank you, brother,” he whispered. 

Rhian rested the tea on the tiled edge of the tub. “First day back on my 
feet has been more than I can handle,” he sighed. “No magic healing blood 
for me, I’m afraid.” 

“Go lie down,” Japeth said, with tenderness Sophie had never heard 
from him before. 

Rhian nodded, loosening his belt and sword. He turned for the door— 

“Rhian?” Japeth said. 

The king looked back. 

“Mother would be proud of you,” said the Snake. “For putting family 
first.” 

Rhian smiled faintly. “We’ll see, won't we?” 

He shut the door behind him. 


Japeth leaned back in his bath. He closed his eyes, as if drained by the 
exchange, only to open them when he realized he still had something in his 
fist. 

He raised the glowing blue crystal out of the water, honing in on the 
scene inside. 

Sophie held her breath. 

This time there were no interruptions. 

The Snake watched the scene replay, again and again and again. 

Slowly his muscles tensed, his body curling upright, his knuckles 
gnarled around the glass droplet. Ice-blue veins popped out on his neck; his 
teeth clenched, coated with saliva; his eyes narrowed to murderous slits. 

Slowly, the Snake looked up at the door. 

He rose out of the water, eels materializing on his skin, black scaly 
strips crisscrossing the smooth white flesh, re-forming his suit. Then he 
stepped out of the bath, his wet feet shrieking softly against the tile. 

He pulled open the bedroom door. 

“Where is she?” he asked. 

“Mmmm?” Rhian answered sleepily, Sophie unable to see the king from 
her hiding spot. 

Japeth stepped into the room, out of Sophie’s view. “The girl. Where is 
she.” 

“T told you. Gone—” 

“Liar. Your little she-wolf never left. You made me think that you gave 
her up. That you chose me. But she’s been here all along. Waiting for you to 
get rid of me.” 

“What are you going on about—” 

“WHERE IS SHE!” Sophie heard Japeth roar. “You think she’ll love 
you? You think she’ll be your beloved queen when I’m gone? She’ll murder 
you in cold blood the second you kill me.” 

“Kill you? Did a scim cut a hole in your brain?” 

“I see through you. I’ve always seen through you. I’ll find her myself!” 

Sophie heard the familiar shhhppp! of scims scudding off Japeth’s suit 
and the sound receding as they sprayed into the castle, hunting her. 

“You really think she’s here?” Rhian retorted angrily. “That I’m hiding 
her?” 

“I know what I saw.” 


“Saw what? Saw where? Search the castle all you want. She’s in a 
carriage, halfway to Gillikin—” 

Sophie slid out from her nook, crawled along the bathtub, and 
scrunched into the tiny triangle of space behind the door. She peeked 
between the hinges. 

“You’ve always chosen others over me. Me, your own blood,” Japeth 
hissed at the king, who was on the bed in his rumpled blue-and-gold suit, 
the belt with Excalibur strewn aside. “And yet, I choose you over and over 
and over. I kill for you. I lie for you. I sack and pillage kingdoms for you. I 
do everything for you. Rhian, the Good. And me, the Evil monster. Me, who 
can never love. And yet, when I did have love, the one and only time in my 
life, you destroyed it.” 

“Here we go,” Rhian moaned. 

“I had a friend. The only friend I ever had,” Japeth said, quivering with 
emotion. “A friend who made me believe I wasn’t so Evil after all. And you 
took that friend away.” 

Rhian sprung to his feet, scowling. “That's not true—” 

“You voted with the others to banish him! You voted to dump him in the 


Woods like a dog!” 
“He tried to kill me!” Rhian thrashed, clutching at the scar on his skull. 
“He put a dagger in my head!” 


“Cause you said things about him! About him and me! About our 
friendship!” 

“Because he was a monster! A sadist with no soul! And you were too 
blind to see it. Cozying up to him and following him around like a dog. 
Siding with him over me. Like he was your brother. Or more than a brother 

“He was my friend! My best friend!” Japeth screamed. “And the Dean 
put his expulsion to a vote and if you’d voted for him to stay, if you’d 
forgiven him, everyone else would have too! They would have listened to 
you! The Good forgive. And they thought you were Good. I thought you 
were Good.” Tears soaked Japeth’s eyes, his voice a child’s. “You made my 
friend leave. Just like you say I made Mother leave. But Mother left by 
choice. You had my friend banished. I never saw him again. Because of 
you.” 

“You think he deserved forgiveness? Your brother’s would-be 
murderer?” Rhian blasted. “He wouldn’t have rested until I was dead! I saw 


it in his eyes. Those hateful, violet eyes. He wanted you all to himself. 
Disgusting animal. Deserved what happened to him. And I never said you 
made Mother leave—” 

“Lies. More lies. I know what you think of me. The same thing she did. 
That I can’t love. That I’m a disgusting animal,” Japeth wept. “You were 
just waiting for an excuse to get rid of me. And now you found it in a girl. 
A girl you think loves you, when I can see the truth in her eyes. The truth 
that she wants you dead.” Japeth smeared at his face. “It’s the same way 
you and Mother looked at me.” 

“Don’t say things you can’t take back,” Rhian assailed. “You're my 
brother. My family. I love you. And Mother loved you too. That’s why I’m 
bringing her back to life. For you. Because you want a second chance. 
Because we all want a second chance.” 

“Right,” said Japeth quietly. “Funny that.” 

The tears stopped. 

He raised his eyes, red-veined and raw. 

“You assumed it would be her. All this time. But you never asked me 
who I would bring back to life with my wish. You just presumed. That she 
was the one I loved. That she was the one I wanted back. But that’s who 
you wanted back. Not me.” 

Rhian went cold. “What?” 

“It was obvious if you just thought about it,” his brother said, fully 
composed now. “But you only think of me as something to be used. A liege, 
a henchman, who would get you a crown and also get you Mother back in 
the process. You made your wish into mine. But I wish for someone else. 
I’ve always wished for someone else.” 

Behind the door, Sophie paled. She’d understood. She knew who Japeth 
wished for. 

“The only person who ever truly loved me,” said the snow-white twin. 
“The only person willing to kill for me. The only person I trust more than 
my own brother. My real family.” 

Rhian stepped back. “A-A-Aric?” 

Sophie couldn’t breathe. 

“And now you’ll help me bring him back, brother. Just like you 
promised,” the Snake said to Rhian, his gaze smoldering. “Right?” 

The king froze. His eyes darted to Excalibur on the table— 

“PII take that as a no,” said the Snake. 


He went for the sword. 

Rhian got there first. He grabbed Excalibur by the blade and swung the 
jeweled hilt, smashing the handle into his brother’s neck. Japeth crashed 
onto the night table, shattering the glass top, before scims rocketed off his 
black suit and pinned his brother to the wall, knocking Excalibur out of 
Rhian’s hand and onto the floor. Rhian tore at the scims with all his 
strength, ripping his body from the wall and bludgeoning eels with his fists, 
just before Japeth came swinging again. The two boys launched at each 
other wildly, punches and kicks landing with bone-crushing cracks, sprays 
of blood flying, before they locked arms viciously and hurled each other to 
the ground. 

“You think I’d bring him back? To run rampant in my castle? My own 
death sentence?” Rhian snarled. “Never. Never!” 

Japeth bashed the king’s head against the wall. Rhian kneed him in the 
face— 

Sophie watched, her heart in a knot, the scene following the crystal’s 
script. 

Only not quite. 

Because in the crystal, she’d been in the room with them, cowering in 
plain sight. 

Something tapped her shoulder. Sophie spun. Three eels screeched with 
discovery, snaring her in a tight collar and dragging her from the bathroom 
into the bedroom, throwing her into a comer. 

Japeth jolted upon seeing her, his bloodied face contorting with rage, 
before he turned on his brother. “Halfway to Gillikin, I see.” 

Rhian gaped at Sophie. “But I . . . I didn’t... I...” 

Japeth pummeled him, spurting Rhian’s blood onto the Snake’s own 
face. “Thought you could kill me! Your own brother! Thought you could 
replace me with her!” 

Choking, spitting, the king flailed towards Sophie. “Call the guards! 
Now!” 

Sophie swiveled to the door, but the scims collaring her jumped off, re- 
forming into a thick spike before they bolted the doors to the chamber from 
inside. Sophie cowered against the wall, trapped. Trust the crystal, she told 
herself. Rhian would win in the end. And yet, he was losing now... . 
Should she help? Should she stay put? Had she missed something in the 
crystal’s scene? But she didn’t have the crystal to look at anymore. Nor did 


Evelyn’s dress intervene, suddenly dormant, as if it had never been alive at 
all. 

Japeth seized the advantage, the king too weak to fend off his brother’s 
assault. The Snake savaged him with a punch to the eye, swelling Rhian’s 
face beyond recognition, sending the king crumpling to the ground, his 
crown knocked off his head. 

Japeth stood up, breathing heavily, covered in blood. 

Then his eyes went to Sophie. 

He prowled towards her. Sophie blanched. This wasn’t in the crystal! 
This wasn’t in the script— 

Rhian snagged his twin by the ankle and pulled him to the ground. The 
king scraped to his feet and kicked his brother in the face, harder, harder, 
until the Snake wasn’t moving. 

Rhian wheeled to Sophie, masked with blood. “I told you to leave. I told 
you,” he wheezed, staggering towards her. He reached a wounded palm and 
touched the wet blood on her cheek, her blood mixing with his. “Now look 
what you’ve don—” 

He stopped, his arm still in the air. 

Because his hand was repairing before his and Sophie’s eyes. 

Sophie’s blood snaked along the lines of Rhian’s palm, magically 
sealing up the open cuts, restoring his tan, perfect flesh. 

Her blood was healing him. 

The same way her blood had healed Japeth. 

Slowly, Rhian and Sophie met eyes, both shell-shocked. 

“Well, well,” said a glacial voice behind them. 

Sophie and Rhian turned as Japeth rose from the ground, his face as 
bloodied as his brother’s, his hair matted tight against his skull. The Snake 
had Excalibur in one hand. With the other, he reached up and placed 
Camelot’s crown on his head. 

“The pen said one of us would be king, the other healed by her blood,” 
the Snake spoke, leering at his brother. “But it never said which of us would 
wear the crown. It never said the elder. Two brothers. Two possible kings. 
And yet I let you be king. Not because I thought you deserved the crown. 
But because you promised me a wish. You promised to bring back the one 
person I loved. A love that is worth more to me than a crown. Ironic, isn’t 
it? The Good brother wishes for power. The Evil brother wishes for love. 
But that was the deal we made, bonded by a promise. A promise you no 


longer are willing to keep. So I propose a new deal. You can be the one 
healed by your new love’s blood. And PII be the king. A king with the 
power to fulfill your promise myself.” 

Japeth’s black suit of scims morphed into Rhian’s blue-and-gold suit. 
The king’s suit. One of the newly gilded scims flew off Japeth and, like a 
paintbrush, magically swept across Rhian and turned Rhian’s suit gold and 
blue. Japeth’s old liege’s suit. 

The Snake grinned. “I like this arrangement better.” 

Rhian charged at him, ramming his head into Japeth’s chest, spraying 
the king’s crown into the wall and Excalibur onto the bed. The twins 
grappled for the sword, blood obscuring their faces, as the Snake magically 
transformed their suits, from blue to gold, gold to blue, back and forth, until 
Sophie couldn’t tell who was who anymore. 

“Who’s the king, who’s the king,” Japeth chanted, their suits changing 
faster, their blood-covered hands straining for Excalibur, closer, closer... 

Sophie suddenly questioned what she’d seen in the crystal. Two 
brothers dead. Herself, still standing. Had it been the truth? The real future? 
Or had it been a crystal of mind? A script of wishful thinking? 

She couldn’t leave it to chance. Witches won wars themselves. 

Lunging out of the corner, she dove for the sword— 

The king threw her out of the way, his blue-and-gold suit spattered red. 
Sophie rebounded, but she was too late. Rhian swiped the hilt into one 
hand, double-fisting with the other. His blade swung through the air, the 
edge catching the light like a sunflare— 

It impaled Japeth’s chest. 

Clean through the heart. 

Japeth closed his eyes in shock, stumbling backwards, his face slick 
with blood. 

Rhian drew the sword out and his brother fell. 

Sophie put a hand to her mouth, watching the scene play out as it had in 
the crystal. Only this time it was real, the smell of blood and sweat 
suffocating her. 

Rhian kneeled over Japeth’s body, watching his twin take his last breath. 

The king bowed his head, holding the Snake’s corpse. 

Excalibur lay abandoned behind him. 

Rhian didn’t see Sophie move from the corner. 

The fear was gone from her face. 


Replaced with intent. 

She picked up the sword, her slippered feet creeping along the carpet. 

Without a sound, she raised the sword over Rhian’s back. 

Then she froze. 

Rhian was crying. 

Sobbing. 

Like a little boy. 

Crying for his dead brother. 

Crying for his other half. 

Something in Sophie’s heart stirred. 

A bond of blood she understood. 

“Rhian?” she whispered. 

He didn’t look at her. 

“You can bring him back,” Sophie breathed. “You can use the pen. You 
can bring him back to life.” 

His sobs went softer. 

“Rhian?” 

Then his cries changed. Louder, wilder, pealing through the silent room. 
Until Sophie realized they weren’t cries at all. 

They were laughs. 

He turned around, his ice-blue eyes slashing through her. As he stood, 
he wiped the blood off his face, revealing his milk-white skin. 

A scream caught in Sophie’s throat. 

“Not Rhian,” she choked. 

Not Rhian! 

Not Rhian! 

“Oh?” said the Snake. 

A gold scim floated off his king’s suit and sheared the wet, matted locks 
of his hair to a close-skulled crop. Then it stroked the Snake’s face like a 
pen, magically tanning him to a burnished amber. 

“More Rhian than the real thing,” he smiled. 

He stabbed a finger at the hovering scim and it shot through the window 
like a knife, surged into the sky, and inked a golden message against the 
slate of gray. 


The wedding of King Rhian and Princess Sophie will take place as 
scheduled. ... 


Sophie dashed for the door, but it was still bolted by scims. She recoiled 


in horror, watching Japeth move towards her, his grin dark and unhinged. 
Agatha! 


Agatha, help me! 
Sophie backed against a wall. 
The Snake put his cold lips to her ear. 
“Ready for a wedding?” 
She belted him in the face and leapt for the sword, her hands finding the 
hilt— 

But the eels were already coming. As they speared into her ears from 
both sides, her consciousness fading, the last thing she thought of was her 
best friend, the other half of her soul, the Lion of her heart. 


26 
AGATHA 
A Grave Mistake 


Agatha dreamt of her own coffin. 





She was trapped inside, water filling it as she pounded and kicked 
against steel walls, carved with strange symbols, her shouts choked by the 
liquid coating her face. Tiny black-and-white swans floated past, the size of 
seahorses, oblivious to her plight. A few seconds more and she was fully 
underwater, holding her breath and thrashing harder against her coffin. . . 
but now she felt a deep pain in her ears and then something warm and thick 
leaking out into the water, turning it red. Blood. Agatha screamed out any 
air she had left. Around her, swans began to sink like stones. Agatha bashed 
at the walls, but she was losing consciousness, the coffin’s sides closing in. 
She clawed at her own tomb, her last breaths leaving, her face reflected in 
the murderous steel. 


Only it wasn’t her reflection. 

It was Sophie’s. 

Agatha threw herself awake. “Sophie,” she gasped, lunging through 
pitch-dark— 

She hit her face on a hard wood beam and ricocheted backwards into 
more wooden beams, arranged in a lattice around her like a cage. A 
birdcage. For a moment, she thought she was still dreaming. Then she 
looked through her cage at two other birdcages, hooked to a thick blanket 
over a camel’s rump, each cage filled: Tedros and Guinevere in one, Hort 
and Nicola in the other. The camel teetered downhill in the moonlight, 
kicking up dust around gravestones. 

“Sultan of Shazabah gives me gold. Tells me: ‘bring camel across 
Savage Sea to King Rhian,’” said the camel’s rider as the birdcages jostled, 
sending the prisoners tumbling. “Wedding gift for king.” 

The rider looked back: a balding beaver with yellow-stained teeth. 

“Extra wedding gifts now,” he said, grinning at his prisoners. “Extra 
gold for Ajubaju.” 

That’s when Agatha remembered everything. 


AS HER CAGE tossed her around, Dovey’s bag under her arm, Agatha 
watched Tedros probe at his cage bars with his fingerglow, only to see his 
gold spell burn out. Either the cages were cased in magic or the wood was 
too dense to penetrate. 

“Told you we should have gone through the Stymph Forest,” Hort 
groused to Nicola in their coop. “Fastest way to Avalon. And we wouldn’t 
have gotten caught!” 

“Skirting the coastline was the safest plan,” Nicola argued, her voice 
masked by the camel’s grunts as Ajubaju smacked it with a stick. “We were 
nearly to the Lady of the Lake. If we hadn’t passed those docks just as the 
Shazabah ship came in...” 

“Or if Tedros’ mother hadn’t barreled straight into the beaver,” Hort 
whispered. 

“It was dark,” Guinevere sighed. 

The camel tripped over a headstone, launching the old queen across her 
cage— 

Tedros caught her in his arms. He glowered at Hort. “You’re looking for 
someone to blame. I’m looking for a way out. Difference between a boy 


and a man.” 

Hort grumbled, glancing away. 

Tedros gripped his bars, trying to snap them, his face red, muscles 
swollen, battling his cage the way he once battled his father’s sword in the 
stone. He failed now as he did then. Agatha and her prince locked eyes 
through their cages. Tedros’ father had given him a message: Unbury Me. 
Now they needed to follow that command and dig up the old king. 
Something is in that grave, Agatha thought. Something that could give them 
a chance against Rhian even when all seemed lost. But after a full day of 
sneaking up the coast from Gnomeland, with only a few miles to go, they’d 
been snared by Ajubaju, a goon for hire, who’d nearly killed Agatha in 
Avalon once before. Now with the beaver towing them back to Camelot, 
they were passing through a different gravesite altogether: the Garden of 
Good and Evil, where Evers and Nevers of the Woods were buried. 

A glass coffin with a fair princess resting beside her prince mirrored 
blurs of gold overhead, and Agatha glanced up to see Lionsmane’s 
announcement of King Rhian and Sophie’s wedding glowing against a star- 
filled sky. Residues of her dream fluttered in her chest: the black-and-white 
swans ... the blood coming out of her ears . . . Sophie’s reflection as her 
own... . Her soul was trying to tell her something. But what? They’d been 
on the road more than a day since Lionsmane’s message had branded in the 
sky and there’d been no change to it. No sign that it was anything other than 
the truth. Which meant there was less than a day left until Rhian and Sophie 
were married. Until Rhian had the Storian’s powers. Until Agatha, Tedros, 
and all their friends were dead. And their only hope was in a king’s coffin 
that they were riding farther and farther away from. 

“That’s where my dad’s buried. Vulture Vale,” Agatha heard Hort 
whisper to Nicola. “Not Necro Ridge or anything, but decent enough. 
School Master got my dad a proper burial. Only nice thing that bastard ever 
did.” 

“Must have wanted something from you in return,” said his girlfriend. 

“Not even. Said he understood the bond between father and son. That 
one day he’d have a son with his true love,” Hort replied. “Gave me the 
creeps. His true love was Sophie.” 

Agatha shuddered. 

“Wait. Look there,” said Tedros, pointing ahead. “On Necro Ridge.” 


Atop a hill with the most lavish villain memorials—menacing statues, 
obsidian obelisks, thorn-wrapped tombs—rose a polished slab of stone, 
freshly laid and bigger than any other, lit by torches on both sides. Agatha 
could read it clearly. 


i 


HERE LIES THE SNAKE 
Terror of the Woods 
Slain by the Lion of Camelot 
As Witnessed by the People 


Agatha thought of the newspapers Devan and Laralisa had shown her 
when she’d first returned to school. The Camelot Courier had questioned 
the Snake’s death, claiming the Cryptkeeper had never buried him, only to 
have other kingdoms’ papers confirm the Snake’s burial in Necro Ridge. No 
doubt Rhian took matters into his own hands after the Cryptkeeper spoke to 
the Courier and had this showy grave made to avert further queries. A 
grave Agatha knew must be empty. As for the Cryptkeeper . . . it was telling 
that he was nowhere to be seen. 

They were nearing the outskirts of the cemetery now. In hours, they’d 
be back at Camelot. 

“We have to do something,” Agatha said to Tedros. “Fast.” 

“Magic won’t work. Can’t break the cage. No one’s coming to save us,” 
the prince gritted, shielding his mother from the rough ride. He pointed at 
the bag under Agatha’s arm. “What about Dovey’s crystal?” 

“You want me to throw it at the beaver’s head?” asked Agatha 
sarcastically. “It’s not a weapon!” 

“Then why did you bring it?” 

“Dovey told me not to let it out of my sight!” 

“Well, she wouldn’t know, would she?” Tedros said, frustrated. “I refuse 
to die on a camel—” 

A fireball streaked over Tedros’ head, singeing his hair. They spun to 
see the camel spit a new flamebomb at Agatha, who ducked just in time. 

“No more talking,” Ajubaju warned. 

The beaver turned back around. 


“Not an ordinary camel,” Guinevere whispered to the others, undaunted. 
“Spitfire camel. Invincible killers, like gargoyles. Sultan of Shazabah has an 
army of them. Arthur was wary; thought those camels gave Shazabah too 
much power. King must really trust Rhian to be giving him one as a 
gift... .” 

Agatha’s mind snagged on one of the old queen’s words. 

Gargoyles. 

“Invincible killers.” 

Only Agatha had beaten a gargoyle once. Her first year at school... . 
She’d used her special talent to stop it from eating her. A talent she wasn’t 
sure she still had. 

Somewhere in the cave of her heart, an old spark kindled. 

Agatha hoisted herself onto her knees, clutching Dovey’s bag tighter. 
For her talent to work, she needed to look in the camel’s eyes, but from her 
cage, all she could see was Ajubaju’s big buttocks obscuring the creature’s 
head. 

She closed her eyes. 

Can you hear me? 

No answer. 

Maybe talents dried up like unnourished fruit. 

Maybe talents had a life and death of their own. 

Agatha focused harder. 

Tell me if you can hear me. 

Give me a sign. 

A breeze cooled her face. 

She opened her eyes to see the camel raise its tail and poo, just missing 
her. 

Agatha smiled. 

So you can hear me. 

I’m your friend here, not the beaver. 

I know what you’ve left behind. 

The camel’s steps stuttered, sending the prisoners toppling against their 
bars. Ajubaju lashed the camel harder and the animal moaned. Agatha 
struggled back onto her knees. 

I can help you. 

This time, the camel subtly peeked back. 


You’re in a cage, came its voice. A female’s. You’re in no position to 
help anyone. 

Agatha met its eyes. In the camel’s dark pools, she saw Present and 
Past. Agatha’s heart throbbed harder, as if pumping for two. 

I hear wishes. That is my gift, she said to the camel. And I know your 
wish is to return home. To your two daughters. To the rest of your herd. 

The camel stalled in surprise, then faced forward, withstanding more 
blows from Ajubaju’s stick. 

I am a soldier of Shazabah, the animal spoke coldly, moving faster. I do 
as ordered. 

No one is a soldier first, said Agatha. You are a mother first. A sister. A 
daughter. A friend. 

You’ll say anything to be free, the camel scoffed. 

We can both be free if you help me, Agatha replied. 

I’m a gift for King Rhian, said the camel. If I reject my duty and return 
to Shazabah, PIl be killed. 

King Rhian’s reign will soon be at an end, Agatha replied. The sultan 
will be relieved you never made it to Camelot. Hide in the Woods until that 
time comes. Then you will be reunited with your family. 

The camel marched ahead silently. 

Why should I trust you? it said. 

For the same reason I trust you, Agatha answered. Because I have to. 

The camel glanced back at her. Then it faced forward. 

What they say about you is true, Agatha of Woods Beyond. 

Who’ “they”? Agatha asked. 

The camel didn’t answer. 

Sharply, it began to turn. 

Get ready, the camel said. 

Then it was running, back into the graveyard, towards the densest patch 
of tombs. 

“What’s happening!” Ajubaju blurted, beating the camel— 

Agatha spun to her friends. “Take cover!” 

Tedros, Hort, Nicola, and Guinevere gaped at her. 

“Now!” Agatha cried— 

At full sprint, the camel threw itself against a tomb’s obelisk, shattering 
Agatha’s birdcage and spraying her to the dirt in a hail of wood. The camel 
bashed Tedros’ cage against a headstone, then Hort’s cage against another, 


freeing the prisoners. Shell-shocked, Ajubaju seized the camel’s throat, 
trying to strangle it— 

The camel reared like a horse, bucking the beaver off and pinning him 
to the ground with its hoof. Gobs of fire spewed from the camel’s mouth, 
burning an outline in the dirt around the beaver’s body. The ground 
imploded. With a scream, Ajubaju plunged into the hole, disappearing into 
darkness. 

The camel shook out its fur, as if it had hardly broken a sweat, before 
surveying the stunned prisoners strewn across graves. It found the one it 
was looking for. Gently, it nosed Agatha out of her cage’s wreckage and 
pressed its warm, scratchy cheek to hers. 

Thank you, princess. 

The camel bowed to Tedros and her friends . . . then pranced into the 
forest. 

Flat on her back, hugging Dovey’s bag, Agatha stared into the sky, stars 
winking down at her. None of her friends moved. It was so quiet Agatha 
could hear the embers crackling around Ajubaju’s new grave. 

“What just happened?” Hort rasped, shaking wood out of his pants. 

Tedros pulled Agatha up. “Whatever happened, I’m pretty sure I know 
who was responsible.” 

Agatha blushed, holding tight to her prince’s hand. 

Then her face changed. 

“Someone’s here,” she breathed. 

Tedros and the others tracked her eyes down the slope. 

On Necro Ridge, shadows were coming out of a carriage. 

Agatha recognized the carriage at once. 

It was the same one that had taken away her best friend. 


FIVE SHADOWS TIPTOED between graves until they got close enough to see. 
They hunched behind a tomb crowned with a wreath of flowers. Agatha 
peeked out first. 

Two pirates in Camelot armor were digging up the Snake’s grave. Kei 
watched over these pirates, his arms crossed, the captain’s face a cold mask. 
Soon, they’d dug enough for Agatha to confirm what she’d already known: 
the grave was empty. 

Kei opened the carriage and the pirates reached inside, Agatha 
expecting them to bring out the king. 


Instead, the pirates brought out something else. 

A body. 

Quickly, they lowered the corpse into the Snake’s grave and began 
refilling it. 

“Who is it?” Nicola asked. “Who are they burying?” 

“T can’t see,” said Hort, leaning further over the tomb— 

He knocked into the wreath and it spun away, smacking into an adjacent 
headstone. 

Kei swiveled in their direction— 

Hort plastered to the ground. 

“He saw me,” the weasel croaked. “Definitely saw me.” 

“They’re coming for us, then,” said Guinevere. 

“Light your glows,” Agatha ordered. 

They waited behind the tomb, fingertips lit, prepared to defend 
themselves. ... 

Minutes passed. 

No one came. 

Slowly Agatha peered out. 

The Snake’s grave was filled in. Down the ridge, the pirates were 
climbing back into their carriage. 

Agatha crawled out from behind the tomb. ... 

Tedros squeezed her hand. “Wait for me.” 

The prince followed her into the moonlight— 

Both of them froze. 

Kei was watching them. 

He stood on the Snake’s grave, his face half-lit by the torches, his eyes 
pinned on the prince and princess. 

Panicked, Agatha shielded Tedros, her fingerglow aimed at the captain. 

But Kei didn’t attack. 

He just gazed at her. Not with anger or threat . . . but with something 
softer. Sadness. Mourning. 

The captain kneeled down and laid a rose on top of the Snake’s grave. 

Then he glanced back at Agatha and Tedros one last time, before he 
hustled to join his men. Agatha watched the horses quietly pull the royal 
carriage back into the night, stars moving against the horizon as if to make 
way for it. 


Tedros, meanwhile, was already scrambling downhill. He flung himself 
to the Snake’s grave and started scraping away dirt with both hands. 

“What is he doing?” Guinevere asked Agatha, as Hort and Nicola rose 
from the ground with them. But now, Agatha was running too, Dovey’s bag 
pounding her flank. By the time she got to the Snake’s grave, Tedros had 
lurched back in surprise— 

Rhian’s tan face lay uncovered. Blood coated the king’s hairline. Deep, 
needle-like wounds flecked with black scales dotted the sides of his neck. 

Agatha’s heart plunged. 

“He’s d-d-dead,” Tedros stammered. “Rhian . . . how can he be 
dead...” 

“And looks like he’s been dead awhile. At least a day,” said Agatha, 
studying the corpse. She drew back, her body stiff. “Tedros . . . on his 


neck . . . those are scim wounds.” She looked at her prince. “Japeth killed 
him. His brother killed him.” 

“None of this makes sense. Sophie’s marrying Rhian . . . that’s what 
Lionsmane says. .. .” Tedros insisted, checking the announcement in the 


sky, still beaming bright. “If he’s been dead for a day, that means the 
message went up around the same time. Which means Sophie’s marrying 


“Japeth,” said Agatha. “She's marrying Japeth. Sophie’s marrying the 
Snake. That’s the only reason they would be burying Rhian in this grave, 
secretly, in the middle of the night. Japeth’s going to pretend to be his 
brother. He’s going to wear his crown.” 

“The Snake?” Tedros said, a choked whisper. “The Snake’s . . . king?” 

His throat bobbed, his eyes fixed on the king’s lifeless face. Rhian had 
been his mortal nemesis. Tedros had wished nothing more than to see him 
dead. But that’s the problem with wishes: they need to be specific. Now 
Tedros was faced with an enemy far more deadly and deranged. A Snake 
masquerading as a Lion. A Snake on his father’s throne. 

Agatha clasped his arm. “Whatever Sophie went back to Camelot to 
do... it's gone wrong. She’s in trouble, Tedros.” 

“And Kei wanted us to know,” Tedros realized. “That’s why he didn’t 
attack us. He was Rhian’s best friend. Kei was telling us to check the grave. 
He wanted us to know the Snake is king.” 

A gust blew the rose off Rhian’s grave. Agatha carefully put it back 
where Kei had left it. As the petals rippled in the wind, Agatha remembered 


this—laying a rose on the Snake’s grave—as if it had already happened in 
the past.... 

A crystal. 

She’d seen it in a crystal. 

At the time, she’d thought it a lie. But like all the other crystals she’d 
taken for lies, this one had come true too. Nothing in her fairy tale was as it 
appeared to be: good or evil, truth or lies, past or present. She always had 
the story wrong. Even the stars seemed to be mocking her, free-falling in 
her direction, as if her world was turning upside down. 

Hort, Guinevere, and Nicola caught up and jolted at the sight of Rhian 
in the Snake’s grave. 

“Um, this can’t be good,” said Hort. 

“We need to get to Avalon,” Tedros commanded, starting to move. 
“Before the wedding. Everything depends on it.” 

“We won’t get there in time,” said his mother, standing still. “Took us 
more than a day to get here from Avalon. By camel.” 

“She’s right,” said Nicola. “On foot, we don’t stand a chance. Sophie 
and Japeth are getting married at sunset. There’s no way—” 

Agatha wasn’t listening. 

Her eyes were on the falling stars, plummeting even quicker now, 
hundreds of them, thousands, aiming straight at her and her friends. 

“That's the thing about Good... ,” Agatha marveled. “It always finds a 
way.” 

Tedros and the others looked up at the army of fairies ripping through 
the night sky, swooping towards them. And leading the light brigade: a 
pear-shaped fairy with poofy gray hair, a green dress far too small, and 
ragged gold wings. 

Flashing a mischievous smile, Tinkerbell flung a cloud of sooty dust— 

Before Agatha could brace herself, she and her friends were off their 
feet and flying high into the dark, as fairies clustered around each one, 
hiding them in starry cocoons. Then they whisked them back towards 
Avalon, five comets against the night. 


TEDROS 
The Unburied King 


In the mists of dawn, the gates of Avalon, two mangled heaps, resembled 
twin jaws about to swallow them up. 





Tedros heard the others in a pack behind him, the grunts of their frozen 
breaths, their feet crushing fresh-fallen snow. The fairies from school 
flocked around Tinkerbell like their queen, the only member of the League 
of Thirteen they’d managed to find. Peter Pan’s favorite nymph landed on 
Tedros’ shoulder, awaiting instructions— 

“Keep watch for us outside the gates, Tink,” said the prince. 

Tinkerbell replied with twinkly gibberish. Alongside her fairies, she 
burrowed for warmth into the bright green apples hanging off vines, the one 
sign of life in Avalon’s endless winter. Tedros, meanwhile, led his group 
through the gates, crossing into the Lady of the Lake’s domain. The crash of 
the Savage Sea against rock echoed like a slow-beating drum. Over his 
head, Lionsmane’s promise of Sophie’s wedding glinted in the sunrise, a 


dead man her supposed groom. All this time, he’d been so obsessed with 
Rhian, thinking him the real threat, instead of paying attention to what was 
actually happening. Rhian had been a pig. But Japeth was a monster. A boy 
of no conscience, the murderer of his friends, a black hole of Evil. If Japeth 
could kill his own brother, his own blood, then with the Storian’s powers, 
he’d tear the Woods apart without mercy. He’d bring back the worst Evil 
from the dead and write Good out of existence. He’d watch the world burn 
with a smile. 

The prince took a deep breath, trying to settle himself. The End wasn’t 
written yet. They’d gotten here alive. That was the first challenge. Now 
they had to convince the Lady of the Lake to let them cross her magical 
waters and dig up King Arthur’s grave. Tedros could feel oily nausea filling 
up his stomach. When he was a boy, he’d leaned in and kissed his father 
goodbye before they’d closed his coffin. To open that coffin back up like a 
graverobber . . . to ransack his father’s body and disturb his peace... His 
hand clamped at his throat. He couldn't do it. He couldn't. And yet... he 
had to. He tried to focus on the next obstacle, on getting to his father’s 
tomb, step by step— 

A hand stroked beneath his shirtsleeve in just the right way. 

“You’re brave to do this, Tedros,” said Agatha. “Your father would have 
done the same to protect his people. It’s why you’re his son. The son he 
raised to be king.” 

Tedros wanted to hold her and never let go. He knew what she’d said 
was the truth. Agatha never lied. That’s why he loved her. Because she 
didn’t just want him to be king. She wanted him to be a good king. And he 
wanted to be a good king for her. One day he hoped to tell her all this, when 
this moment was just a memory. . . . But for now, he could only nod, unable 
to speak anything in return. He glanced back at his mother, walking with 
Hort and Nicola. She, too, looked stricken, but more self-conscious and 
meek, as if questioning this entire endeavor or whether she should be here 
at all. 

Still, she followed as Tedros walked the path around Avalon’s castle. 
The bone-white spires were connected in a circular palace, overlooking a 
maze of staircases leading down to the lake. Snow fell harder, covering the 
prince’s bootprints the second they formed. Somewhere here, Chaddick had 
died, killed by the animal who’d just taken the throne. Now his friend’s 
body lay in the grove beside his father, a grove Tedros wanted to desecrate. 


Emotions reared like a tidal wave, too high for the prince to wall in. He 
couldn’t do this. Not even with Agatha at his side. He needed Merlin. He 
needed a father. 

“Shouldn’t we have heard from the witches by now?” he rasped to 
Agatha. “Shouldn’t we know if they’ve found Merlin?” 

His princess heard his desperation, because she clutched his palm 
gently. “The Caves of Contempo are difficult to get to. That’s why Reaper 
trusted the witches for the job,” she said, guiding him down the steps 
towards the lake. “But they will get there. They’re probably closing in as 
we speak.” 

“Or they’re dead,” murmured Hort. 

“Unlikely,” said Nicola. “If we’re still alive, then Hester’s alive, 
because she’s smarter and tougher than all of us, including you.” 

Agatha pulled Tedros faster down the steps. “Look, we don’t know 
where anyone is or if they’re safe: witches, Beatrix, Willam, teachers, first 
years, even Anadil’s two rats. But it doesn’t matter unless we stop the 
Snake from becoming the One True King and killing us all. That’s why 
we’re here. To find a way to put Tedros back on the throne.” 

“Except there is no way,” said Guinevere’s voice. She stood at the top of 
the stairs. “Rhian might be dead, but Japeth is as much Arthur’s son as 
Rhian was. You witnessed the past with your own eyes, Agatha. You saw 
Evelyn Sader bewitch Arthur into giving her his sons. His heirs. Japeth is 
king, then. Nothing in the Past can change the Present. Nothing in Arthur’s 
grave can make Tedros king again.” 

Everyone fell quiet. Agatha included. 

“Then why did Father’s sword give Merlin that message for me?” 
Tedros appealed to his mother. “Why did Father send me here?” 

“Did he?” said Guinevere. “Or was it the Lady of the Lake who gave 
Merlin that message? The Lady, whose loyalties we’re not even sure of?” 

Tedros’ breath caught in his chest. 

He looked at Agatha, doubting himself, doubting everything— 

But it was too late. 

Down below, the waters had started to churn. 


THE LADY ROSE like a dragon, her bald head reflecting the fire of the 
sunrise. Black pits grooved beneath her eyes, her face more shriveled and 
deathly than Tedros had imagined it. No longer did she seem Good’s great 


defender, but instead a Witch of the Woods, haunted and bitter and enraged. 
She locked on Agatha, her low, deep voice hissing across the water. 

“You promised. You promised to leave me in peace.” She flew across 
the lake, her tattered gray robes like shredded wings, and thrust her face in 
Agatha’s. “You're a liar. A liar—” 

“Don’t talk to her that way,” Tedros retorted, shielding his princess. 
“You’re one to talk about promises. You broke your own vow. To protect 
Good. To protect Camelot. You’ve put our entire world at risk by kissing a 
Snake.” 

“He had the heir’s blood. The king’s blood,” the Lady spat at him, her 
breath salty and old. “And yet you come here, acting like I serve you. Like 
you’re the king.” 

“We’re not here for you,” said Tedros firmly. “We’ve come to visit my 
father’s grave. I have that right.” 

The Lady laughed. “You’re not king. You have no rights here. None. 
This is my domain. I could kill you all if I wish. I still have enough powers 
left for that.” 

Tedros felt Agatha back up behind him, Dovey’s bag to her chest, as if 
she took this threat seriously. The prince stood his ground. “Excalibur gave 
you a message for me. A command from my father. The king you served 
faithfully his entire life. I’ve come to obey that command. And if you loved 
my father, you’ll let me into your waters.” 

“You’re a fool,” the nymph lashed. “I loved your father because he was 
a good king. Better than any other that came before. That’s why I made 
Excalibur for him. A sword that rejected you. A sword that his heir, the true 
king, pulled from the stone.” 

“Wrong,” said Tedros. “Rhian pulled the sword from the stone and now 
he’s dead. His brother, his murderer, sits on the throne. The boy you kissed. 
Excalibur thought one brother was king; you thought the other brother was 
king. Both can’t be right. Even a fool would know that.” 

The Lady glared at him, her whole body starting to quake, her eyes 
steaming furious tears. “Go. Now. Before I fill these waters with your 
blood.” 

Tedros could see Agatha fiddling with Dovey’s bag. Why wasn’t she 
saying anything? He tumed his ire on the Lady. “You made a mistake. A 
mistake that will destroy the Storian and end our world unless I save it. 
Take me to my father’s grave.” 


“You trespass here and accuse me?” the Lady seethed. 

“I order you to let me pass,” the prince charged. 

“This is your last warning!” 

“And this is yours. Let me pass.” 

“Pll tear you apart!” 

“Let me pass!” 

“You liar! You snake!” the Lady screamed. 

“LET ME PASS!” Tedros bellowed. 

The Lady snatched him into her taloned fists and hammered him down 
towards the water with such force he’d tear into pieces the instant he hit the 
surface. Tedros thrashed against her, bracing for his death— 

—just as he saw his princess sprint across the shore, a crystal ball in her 
arms. With a flying leap, Agatha rammed her head into the Lady of the 
Lake’s chest. The nymph dropped Tedros into the lake, as the Lady and 
Agatha plunged underwater, knotted in each other’s limbs. 

Before Tedros could take a breath, the lake around him exploded with 
blue light. 

Guinevere pulled Hort and Nicola away from the shore; Tedros could 
hear his mother screaming his name, but he was sucking in a wad of breath 
and dunking underwater, glimpsing Agatha as she seized the Lady of the 
Lake’s hand and touched it to the glowing crystal ball, the two of them 
evaporating inside the portal. Already the bright blue light was fading, the 
portal starting to close; Tedros flung forward, kicking his legs like a dolphin 
tail, stabbing out his fingers as the crystal darkened— 

Pain exploded through his chest and he fell backwards, splayed in the 
blinding light, before he felt cold glass catch him from beneath, puddling 
with the water off his skin. 

In the wet reflection, he watched his princess kneel down and help him 
to his feet inside Dovey’s ball. She grimaced, still unsteady herself, neither 
of them recovered from the crystal’s assault. But Agatha’s eyes weren’t on 
him. They were on the Lady of the Lake, posed silently on the other side of 
the ball, her hands caressing the thousands of tiny glass droplets arranged in 
the phantom’s mask, as if she was instinctively versed in the crystal’s 
magic. 

Tedros and Agatha moved towards her, but the Lady paid no attention, 
the old crone hunched over as she studied scenes inside the crystals, 
brushing past any with the prince and princess and fixing instead on her 


own. .. . Forging Excalibur from her own silvery blood. Bestowing the 
sword on Tedros’ father. Talking intimately with Arthur on the shores of her 
lake. Surging across a battlefield at Arthur’s side like his warrior angel, 
obliterating the king’s enemies . . . In all of these she was beautiful, 
powerful, so rich with powers that Tedros could see her eyes sparkle, gazing 
into these magic mirrors of time. There were no scenes of her present or 
future. Her soul only knew the past. 

Then the Lady froze. 

It was a crystal near the phantom’s edge. 

She backed away from it, her hands starting to shake. 

“That’s it, isn’t it?” Tedros realized. “The moment you lost your 
powers.” 

The Lady of the Lake didn’t move. 

“We need to go inside,” said Agatha. 

The Lady turned, the fever of rage broken, replaced by anguish and 
grief. “No. Please.” 

“It's the only way we’ll know the truth,” said Agatha. 

The Lady appealed to Tedros. “Leave it be.” 

Tedros looked back at the haggard old witch who had just tried to kill 
him, a witch who had let his knight die and protected a Snake. A witch 
whose sword had rejected him. He wanted to feel anger. He wanted to feel 
hate. But deep in her eyes, all he could see was someone as flawed as he. 
Both their stories had taken detours into darkness. Both their futures were 
unclear. He reached out and clasped her decrepit palm. 

“He is my father’s son. The boy you kissed,” Tedros spoke. “But I am 
Arthur’s son too. So if you see my father in me, even a trace of that king 
you served so loyally, then help us. We need you, even without your 
powers. Good needs you.” 

The Lady searched Tedros’ face. Tears streamed down her cheeks, her 
lips quivering, but no sound came out. 

Slowly she reached up and pulled down the crystal. 

She held it out to Agatha, the Lady’s breaths shallow, her fingers 
tremoring. 

Without a word, Agatha took the glass droplet into one hand, then 
Tedros’ palm into the other. 

Raising the crystal, Agatha stared calm and still into its center. 

Light broke through like a sword. 


HARD, WET SNOW pelted Tedros’ cheek. 

He glanced down and saw his boots floating on top of clear water, 
Agatha with him at the edge of the lake, his princess still holding his hand. 
Behind them, the portal’s gash of blue light glowed strong. They were 
inside the Lady’s crystal, two ghosts revisiting the past. 

Sounds came from the shore: metal into skin... . a wheeze of breath.... 
a sword hitting snow... 

Slowly Tedros and Agatha looked up. 

The Snake rose from Chaddick’s dead body, his scaly black suit and 
green mask flecked with blood. He walked towards the Lady of the Lake, 
who floated over her shores, her silver hair thick and flowing, her dark eyes 
pinned on Chaddick’s killer. 

“A king stands before me,” said the Lady. “I smell it. The blood of 
Arthur’s eldest son.” 

“A son still alive thanks to your protection,” said the Snake. “The 
usurper’s knight is dead.” 

“A usurper your father believed would be king,” the Lady remarked. 
“Arthur never spoke of you to me. And yet, Excalibur remains trapped in 
stone. A coronation test unfulfilled. Waiting for you, it seems. Arthur had 
his secrets... .” 

The Snake moved closer, stepping into the Lady’s waters. 

“As do you,” he said. “The kind of secrets only a king could know.” 

“Oh? Then why wear a mask, King of Secrets?” the Lady asked him. “I 
smell the blood of a Good soul, the blood of a Lion. Why wear the guise of 
a Snake and attack your fellow kingdoms? Kingdoms you are meant to 
rule?” 

“For the same reason you wish to be a queen instead of the Lady,” the 
Snake replied. “For love.” 

“You know nothing of my wishes,” the Lady scoffed. 

The Snake removed his mask, revealing Japeth’s ice-blue eyes and 
smooth, sculpted face. The Lady gazed at him, transfixed. 

Watching from the shore, Tedros’ blood boiled, his body ready to attack, 
unable to discern Present from Past. 

“Come with me,” Japeth said to the Lady. “Come to Camelot. Leave 
this lonely cave behind.” 

“Precious boy,” she cooed. “Many a king has flattered me with promises 
of love. Your father included. Perhaps to make me even more devoted and 


passionate in my service. But none ever meant it. How could they? None 
could accept the costs. To love me means I must relinquish my powers. No 
king would abide that. I’m more valuable here. Good’s greatest weapon.” 

“I can protect myself,” said Japeth. 

“Says the boy who just admitted he’s alive because of my protection,” 
the Lady replied, glancing at Chaddick’s corpse on the shore. 

“And yet here I remain,” said Japeth. “Why? I don’t need anything more 
from you. I can walk away right now. But I sense a kindred heart, 
imprisoned by magic. A heart that can give us both what we want.” 

He stepped deeper into her water, his breath misting towards her, their 
bodies so close. The Lady leaned in, inhaling him. “Sweet, sweet blood of 
Arthur... ,” she sighed softly. “And what of my duties to Good? My duties 
to defend Camelot beyond your reign?” 

“Good has grown arrogant and weak,” said Japeth. “You’ve defended it 
for too long. At the expense of your soul.” 

“My soul,” the Lady bantered, touching his cheek. “A boy claims to see 
my soul... .” 

“I know you are lonely,” said the Snake. “So lonely you’ve started to 
feel bitterness over your place here. You feel yourself changing. No longer 
do you hold the purity of Good within your heart. You dip into darkness and 
desolation, the fuels of Evil. All because you won’t give yourself what you 
want. Stay here any longer and you’ll begin to make mistakes. Instead of 
protecting Good, you’ll come to harm it. Evil will stake its seed in your 
heart. If it hasn’t already.” 

The Lady looked at him. All playfulness was gone. 

“You yearn for love as much as I,” said the Snake. “And yet, neither of 
us can attain that love without another’s help. Someone who can bring that 
love to life. Otherwise, that love will remain a ghost, a phantom, beyond the 
rules of the living. I will do anything to find that love. Anything. As will 
you.” 

The Lady’s skin flushed. “How do you know? How do you know I 
would do anything for love?” 

The Snake met her eyes. “Because you already have.” 

He kissed her, his hands pulling her down, as the Lady fell into the 
Snake’s embrace, the lake’s waters curling up around them like the petals of 
a flower in full bloom. 


But then something in the Lady’s face changed. Her body went rigid, 
resisting her new love’s. Her mouth pulled away, the veils of water 
collapsing. She stared at the boy who’d kissed her, her big black pupils 
jolting with surprise, panic... fear. 

Japeth grinned. 

Instantly, the Lady began to dwindle, her body blighting, desiccating. 
Her hair fell out in clumps; her spine contorted and crackled . . . 

All as the Snake calmly walked away. 

Tedros felt Agatha’s hands on him, pulling him back into the portal. 

The instant the glass of Dovey’s ball appeared beneath Tedros, he was 
on his feet, pointing at the old crone— 


“Your face... I saw your face... ,” he panted. “You knew something 
was wrong... . You knew it!” 

The Lady was cowering in the corner, head in her hands. 

“It was the king... the heir... ,” she defended. “Arthur’s blood. . .” 


“You felt something when you kissed him!” Tedros cried, charging for 
her. Agatha held him back. “What was it!” 

“Let me out,” the Lady begged. 

“Tell me what you felt!” Tedros assailed. 

The Lady pounded on the glass. “Let me out!” 

She bludgeoned the crystal with both fists— 

“Tell me!” Tedros yelled. 

The Lady slammed the walls, tapping the last of her powers, her fists 
bashing Dovey’s crystal harder, harder, until it cracked. 

“No!” Agatha shrieked, she and Tedros dashing for the Lady too late as 
she raised her fists one last time— 

Glass exploded. 

Tedros and Agatha launched backwards, the lake rushing in and filling 
their shocked mouths. Choking, they thrust out hands for each other, Tedros 
hanging on to Agatha’s dress, Agatha gripping his thin white shirt. Then 
came the storm: thousands of glass shards crashing down on them, plunging 
them into the deep. Thrashing in vain, they sank under the mass of crystals, 
screams unheard. The Lady of the Lake watched them, robes floating over 
her head like a reaper’s, her silver tears clouding the sea. 

“Forgive me,” she whispered, her voice resounding. “Forgive me!” 

She thrust out her hand— 


Dark water swirled around Tedros and Agatha, a chasm ripping open in 
the lake’s center like the mouth of a snake, before it swallowed them both 
inside. 


DEW COATED TEDROS’ lips, the rich, fresh smell of grass mixing with the 
scent of Agatha’s hair, his princess spooned in his arms. He opened his eyes 
to see a lush green heath, sparkling under the sunrise. Agatha stirred, her 
prince helping her up. 

“We’re... here,” she breathed. 

Tedros still felt like he was underwater, the Lady’s last words 
reverberating. .. . “Forgive me!” 

She had nearly killed them. 

Dovey’s crystal was destroyed. 

And yet, she’d let them pass. 

She’d stayed true to Good. 

He thought of the way she’d embraced the Snake . . . the way she 
inhaled Arthur’s blood in his veins . . . the way her face darkened once their 
lips touched... . 

What does she know? he asked himself. What does she know that we 
don’t? 

Across the moors, the old farmhouse where Lancelot and Guinevere 
once lived lay dormant and overgrown. Sheep, cows, and horses grazed 
unbounded on the hills. 

“Tt’s like we never left,” Agatha sighed. 

For a brief moment, Tedros wished he and Agatha could hide here, like 
his mother and her true love once had. Past is Present and Present is Past, 
he thought... . 

“Tedros?” 

He looked at his princess. 

She squeezed his hand. 

There would be no hiding today. 


THE GRAVE LAY in shadow, sheltered by a small oak grove. A shining glass 
cross rose out of the ground between two trees, marking King Arthur’s 
tomb. Garlands of white roses draped the cross, along with a glowing five- 
pointed star resting against the base. There were more of these stars strewn 


nearby, ashy and burnt out, as if Merlin returned to lay a new one whenever 
the old had grown cold. 

But there was a second grave now, Tedros realized, only a short distance 
from his father’s, deeper in the shadows. A grave he hadn’t seen before, 
marked with a second glass cross. 

“Chaddick,” said Agatha quietly. “This is where the Lady buried him.” 

Tedros nodded. “It’s where he belongs.” 

His knight. His friend, valiant and true. He shouldnt be here at all, 
Tedros wanted to say. Chaddick was too young, too Good to die. He never 
should have tried to take on the Snake. He never should have tried to do a 
king’s work. 

Tedros swallowed the knot in his throat. 

Work still left to be done. 

His eyes roved back to his father’s plot. 

“Merlin enchanted the tomb to preserve him,” he said. “Whatever we 
find, there’ll be hexes and curses to break through. A test I have to pass.” 
His voice thinned, his palms sweating. “But first, we have to dig him up.” 

He raised his fingerglow to his dad’s grave, his heart jittery, his stomach 
lurching. His finger started to shake, his gold glow unsteady— 

Agatha stepped in front of him, her own gold glow lit. 

“Look away,” she said. 

She began burning through the dirt. 

Tedros kept his eyes on the glass cross at the head of the grave, 
reflecting Agatha’s calm face as she worked. At the base of the cross, 
Merlin’s glowing white star mirrored Tedros’ fidgeting shadow, his square 
jaw and sweep of curls. He was thankful for his princess, thankful it was 
just him and Agatha that had made it this far. As much as he loved his 
mother, his father wouldn’t have wanted her here— 

He broke out of his thoughts. 

Merlin’s white star. His shadow in it. 

It was still moving. 

Only he wasnt. 

He glanced back at Agatha, her glow burning away more and more 
earth. 

“They must have buried the coffin deep,” Agatha murmured, tense with 
concentration. 


Tedros turned back to the star and leaned closer, the shadow inside 
receding from him, as if to lead him somewhere. 

“This doesn’t make sense... ,” Agatha’s voice rasped. 

The prince reached for the star. His fingers brushed the warm white 
surface and sank right through— 

“Tedros, the grave is empty. There’s nothing here.” 

By the time Agatha turned to her prince, he was halfway in. 

She lunged in horror, grasping her hand for him, but all she found was a 
cold star, the light snuffed out, like a sun fallen into a sea. 


TEDROS TASTED CLOUDS in his mouth, feather-soft, dissolving like spun 
sugar, with the sweet tang of blueberry cream. He lifted his eyes to see a 
silvery five-pointed star shoot past him across a purple night sky, lit by a 
thousand more of these stars. The air was toasty and thick, the silence of the 
Celestium so vast that he could hear the drum of his own heart, like it was 
the beat of the universe. 

A rustle of movement . . . then an intake of breath. 

Tedros grew very still. 

Someone else was on the cloud. 

He looked up. 

King Arthur sat on the edge of the cloud in his royal robes, his hair 
thick and gold, his beard flecked with gray, a Lion locket sparkling around 
his neck. 

“Hello, son,” said his father. 

Tedros was ghost-white. “Dad?” 

“Merlin kept this place a secret from me when I was king,” said his 
father, gazing up at the sky. “I understand why now.” 

“This... . this is i-i-impossible. . . .” Tedros reached out a shaking hand 
towards the king. “This isn’t real... this cant be real... .” His palm 
touched his father’s face, quivering against Arthur’s soft beard. The king 
smiled and pressed his son’s hand into his. 

Tedros stiffened. “But you’re... you're supposed to be...” 

“Here. With you, just as you need me to be,” said his father, his voice 
soothing and deep. “In the way I wish I’d been for all the days I had with 
you, up to the very last. Our story didn’t have the ending we wanted.” 
Gently, he brushed Tedros’ hair out of his face. “But I knew long ago that 
there might come a time when you needed me. A time beyond the Present 


and your memories of our Past. Yet how can a father see his son beyond the 
Rules of Time? That’s where it helps to have a wizard as your dearest 
friend.” 

“So you're a... ghost?” Tedros asked. 

“When most kings die, they embalm the body to preserve it,” King 
Arthur replied. “But no one can truly preserve a body against time. In the 
end, all graves are raided or neglected or forgotten. It is the nature of things. 
Leave it to Merlin, then, to suggest getting rid of my body entirely. To 
preserve the soul instead. This way you could find me when the time came. 
The magic was limited, of course. My soul could only reappear to the living 
once, for the briefest of meetings, before it dispersed forever to the source 
from which it came. Until then, I would live amongst the stars, waiting 
patiently for the Present to catch up with the Past.” 

Tears grew in Tedros’ eyes. “How brief a meeting?” 

His father smiled. “Long enough for you to know how much I love 
you.” 

Tedros panicked. “You can’t go! Not after I’ve found you! Please, 
Dad... You don’t know the things I’ve done . . . the mess I’ve made.... A 
Snake sits on the throne. A Snake that’s your son.” His voice cracked, his 
posture sinking like he was weighed down by a stone. “I failed your test. I 
never became king. Not the king you wanted me to be.” Sobs choked out of 
him. “Only I didn’t just fail the test. I failed Camelot. I failed Good. I failed 
you—” 

“And yet, you’re here,” said King Arthur. “Just as I asked you to be.” 

Tedros lifted his wet eyes. 

“You passed a test far greater than pulling a sword,” said his father. “A 
test that is only the beginning of many more.” 

Tedros swallowed, barely able to speak. “But what do I do? I need to 
know what to do. I need to know how to fix this.” 

King Arthur reached out his hand. He put it to his son’s heart, pressing 
firm and strong, its warmth filling Tedros’ chest. 

“A Lion roars within,” he said. 

Tears slid down Tedros’ cheeks. “Don’t leave me. I’m begging you. I 
can’t do this alone. I cant.” 

“T love you, son,” his father whispered, kissing his head. 

“No... wait... don’t go...,” Tedros gasped, reaching for him— 

But the prince was already falling through clouds. 


“TEDROS?” A VOICE said. 

The prince roused to the smell of rich, dense earth and the comfort of a 
deep bed. 

He opened his eyes. 

Agatha looked down from high, oak branches swaying above her, 
dappled by the sun. 

Then Tedros understood. 

He was in his father’s grave. 

He was in his father’s grave. 

Instantly he was on his knees, scrambling out of the hole Agatha had 
dug, dirt crumbling beneath his hands and boots, crashing him back down, 
before he finally managed to claw himself out. He collapsed against his 
father’s glass cross, the white star cold against his cheek as he heaved for 
air. 

“What happened?” Agatha hounded, dropping to his side. 

He couldn’t answer. How could he answer? He’d seen his father. He’d 
smelled him and touched him and felt his dad’s hand upon his heart. Tedros 
thrust his palm under his shirt, where his father had left his mark. But now 
the moment was gone, his father lost forever. And Tedros was left with only 
the memor— 

The prince paused. 

Beneath his shirt, something brushed against his hand. Something that 
wasn’t there before. 

“Where were you?” Agatha asked, her arm around him. “Where did you 
go?” 

The prince rose to his knees and pulled down his shirt. A Lion locket 
hung around his neck, lit by a stream of sun. 

Agatha let go of him. “But that's . . . that’s your father’s .. .” 

Tedros fingered the gold Lion head at the end of the chain, its two sides 
fused together. All those years as a child, he’d tried to get it open, day after 
day, testing any trick he could think of, failing every time, until one day... 
he didn’t fail. His dad had given him the most assured of smiles, as if he’d 
known it was only a matter of time. 

Slowly Arthur’s son slipped the Lion’s head into his mouth like he had 
that day, a long time ago.... 

“I don’t understand,” Agatha pressed— 


He felt the gold magically soften, his teeth prying at the crease between 
the two sides at just the right angle . . . until the locket popped open. Bit by 
bit, his tongue probed the inside of its case, searching for something from 
his father, a note or a card or— 

His eyes froze. 

Or that. 

He lifted it onto his tongue, tasting the cold, hard surface, savoring the 
deep grooves along its side, holding it in place as he let the locket slip out 
of his mouth. 

“Only three swans left,” Hort’s voice echoed. “Or was it four.” 

“Tedros?” Agatha asked, seeing his face. “What is—” 

He kissed her. 

So softly, so delicately, he saw her eyes widen as it moved from his 
mouth to hers. A glow sparked like a flame in her big brown gaze, the two 
of them silent and still, sharing this moment as one. 

Carefully Tedros drew his lips from hers. Agatha kept his stare as she 
reached shaking fingers and pulled it out. 

The ring. 

The ring with the Storian’s symbols. 

The ring that had never been burned, but instead gifted across time. 

A king’s true coronation test for his son. 

“Tedros ...,” Agatha whispered, her eyes aflame. “Tedros...” 

Blood rumbled through the prince’s veins, from the forgotten comers of 
his soul, pounding at the door to his heart, harder, harder, demanding to be 
let in. 

His princess held out the ring, shining like a sword. 

“Now it begins,” Agatha vowed. 

The prince’s eyes reflected her steel. “Now it begins.” 

He took the ring onto his finger, the door to his heart ripping open, a 
Lion awakened, a Lion reborn, before Tedros gnashed his teeth to the sky 
and unleashed a roar that shook heaven and earth. 
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ves 1 
THE COVEN 
Bad Candy 


Some stories are spoiled from the very beginning. 

Some stories are rotten to the core. 

Like the one that killed her mother, Hester thought, as she hustled 
through the dark forest. Her mother was minding her own business in her 
candied house, when two young vandals ate through her roof. Alone in her 
crib, Hester had woken from a nap and stared into the faces of two ogreish 
children, fat cheeks slathered in candy and crumbs. They’d taken one look 
at the baby they’d just orphaned and fled like cowards, leaving a family and 
home broken. And they’d been rewarded for it, hailed as heroes and 
legends, while her mother burned in an oven. Ever since that day, whenever 
Hester sensed an injustice, a story gone wrong, she smelled the sick, sour 
rot of candy. 





Just as she smelled it now. 

The story in question was a short one, a statement of simple fact, but 
Hester’s whole body bristled, like a cat amongst snakes. She didn’t know 
how long it had been up there, high over the Endless Woods. But after days 
of traveling underground from Gnomeland, Lionsmane’s message was 
waiting when she’d resurfaced. 


The wedding of King Rhian and Princess Sophie will take place as 
scheduled, this Saturday, at sundown, at Camelot castle. All citizens 
of the Woods are invited to attend. 


It was penned in gold like King Rhian’s other messages, set against the 
clouds. Rhian was a proven liar and every one of his screeds a trap. But this 
message had none of the pomp of his others. This was stark and simple... 
yet slithery in a way she couldn’t put a finger on.... 

A shadow appeared at her side. 


“This is stupid, Hester. We need to turn back now,” said Anadil in a 
black hood that shadowed her white hair and red eyes. “Sophie’s betrayed 
us. She’s marrying Rhian at sundown. Tonight. That’s what the message 
says. And the sun’s going fast. Either we get back to Camelot and stop this 
wedding or we all die.” 

Hester ignored her, spotting the lights of Borna Coric ahead. Once she 
and her friends entered this new kingdom, they’d need to be careful. Like 
all citizens of the Woods, those of Borna Coric would be hunting students 
from the School for Good and Evil. 

A second shadow flanked her— 

“Ani’s right,” said Dot, also hooded in black. “Plus, there’s no way 
we'll get inside those caves: it’s impossible. But if we turn back now, we 
can sneak onto a Flowerground train from Ravenbow. It can take us back to 
Camelot in time to stop the wedding—” 

“And leave Merlin?” Hester said. “That was the assignment Reaper 
gave us. Rescue the wizard from the Caves of Contempo. Rescue our best 
weapon. A wedding is not our mission. Sophie is not our mission. Merlin is 
our mission. And if there’s one thing our coven abides by, it’s doing as we 
promised.” 

She powered forward, but Anadil blocked her path. 

“Our promise is pointless if Rhian becomes the One True King!” said 
the pale witch. “He needs two things. Make all hundred kingdoms burn 
their rings. And marry Sophie as his queen. Do both and he claims the 
Storian’s powers. If the wedding is at sundown, that means all the rings are 
already gone! Rhian marrying Sophie is the last step. That’s what Sophie 
told us in Gnomeland. Once she’s Rhian’s queen, Lionsmane will become 
the new Storian. Rhian can write anything he wants and make it come true! 
He can erase kingdoms, kill our friends, kill us with a penstroke! Our story 
will be over—” 

“All the rings can’t be gone because Nottingham still has a ring. Dot’s 
father has a ring,” Hester noted coldly. “And the Sheriff wouldn’t burn his 
ring for King Rhian. Hates him more than we do. Even if the Sheriff were 
to die, his ring would go to Dot. And we’ll go to the ends of the earth to 
protect Dot and that ring. Just like we’re going to do for Merlin.” Hester 
shoved past them, pulling her hood tighter. 

“Don’t you get it? Sophie’s marrying him!” Anadil said. “Either to save 
herself or to be Camelot’s queen—” 


“You really think Sophie would marry Rhian?” Hester challenged. 
“After helping us escape him?” 

“That’s what Rhian wrote!” Dot argued. “That’s what his story says!” 

“His story,” said Hester, glaring at the sky. “There’s something fishy 
about that message. And until I figure out what it is, we’re sticking to our 
plan. Besides, if there’s one thing I’ve learned about Sophie, it’s that she’s a 
better witch than all of us. Pm sure she has the king right where she wants 
him.” 

“Hester, the sun will set within the hour—” Anadil hounded. 

“More reason to find Merlin fast. He’s our best chance to defeat Rhian. 
That’s why Rhian trapped him in the caves.” 

“Then why didn’t he just kill Merlin? For all we know Merlin’s already 
dead or used his Wizard Wish and this is a wild goose chase to get us killed 
too.” 

“Wizard Wish?” said Dot. “Is that the wish you make in Aladdin’s 
cave?” 

“That’s a Genie’s Wish, you idiot. No wonder you failed Lesso’s class,” 
said Anadil. “Wizards all have one wish. They use their Wizard Wish to 
choose how and when to die—” 

“And no way Merlin would have used his wish while we’re still in 
danger,” Hester scorned, approaching the gates of Borna Coric. “Merlin’s 
out there. And he needs our help.” 

“You’re not thinking, Hester. Let’s say he is in those caves,” Anadil 
granted. “Caves of Contempo are time traps. Even a few seconds inside and 
you come out years older. Merlin’s been in there for weeks.” 

“Go back without me, then,” Hester dared, crossing through the gates— 

She stopped short. 

So did Anadil and Dot. 

The forest floor had disappeared, replaced by the sky instead. No longer 
were the witches on a dirt path: they were standing on the sunset, a canvas 
of purple and pink. Lionsmane’s message had moved from high above to 
down by their feet, paving the way ahead. Each gold letter was the size of a 
house, carved into the horizon beneath their boots, the announcement of 
King Rhian’s wedding become the new path. As the witches inched across 
it, confused into silence, Hester smelled bad candy again, her eyes cast 
downwards, searching Rhian’s words for the rot at their core... . 

“Hester?” Dot said, gaping upwards. 


Hester blinked. 

It wasn’t just the sky that had turned upside down. 

The whole kingdom of Borna Coric was upside down. 

She’d known of this topsy-turvy land, where the world swung on its 
head, but it was quite another thing to see it in real life. Here, the earth was 
high up in the sky, a ceiling of dirt, and the sky was anchored where the 
ground should be. Purple beanstalks sprouted downwards from this roof of 
earth, stretching towards the flat floor of clouds. 

Capsized cottages nestled along the beanstalks, the dwellers inside also 
inverted, together with their furniture and belongings, freed from the laws 
of gravity. Purple vine ladders and pulleys connected the beanstalks like 
roads, with a toppled bridge of flowers linking the village to the main 
square. The witches moved towards this busy arena with levels of 
overturned shops built between huge upside-down statues. Royal statues, 
Hester saw now, the stone heads of Borna Coric’s king and queen and their 
children moored to the skyfloor, the statues’ feet reaching high over the 
kingdom. Up close, Hester noticed the king’s and queen’s sculpted faces 
looked oddly young. Almost as young as their children. 

“Creepy,” Anadil murmured. As people bustled above, wrong side up, 
the two witches stayed hidden in the statues’ shadows. “People are going to 
notice us, Hester. We’re the only ones with our heads on straight. Plus, the 
caves are supposed to be surrounded by a poisonous sea. I don’t see water, 
let alone a sea, do you?” 

“Must be behind all this,” Hester said on tiptoes, glimpsing nothing but 
more shops and statues ahead. “We have to sneak through without anyone 
recognizing us.” 

“And then cross a poisonous sea that we can’t even find,” Anadil added. 
“Not to mention trespass into cursed caves.” 

“If you had your rats to scout, you'd be useful instead of a ball and 
chain,” said Hester. 

“One is dead. One is missing. The other found Merlin and told Dovey 
where he is. My rat is the reason we’re here. So who’s the useful one?” Ani 
snapped back. 

But Hester was already prowling forward, craning up at the floors of 
upside-down storefronts. Inside Borna’s Bread, upturned shoppers filled 
carts with baguettes and brioches and bottom-up cakes, while inside 
Toppled Tailors, flurries of purple moths flew mended clothes from 


reversed racks to waiting customers. Next door, in Sylvie’s Salon, men and 
women sat in upended chairs, perusing newspapers, as floating sylphs cut 
their hair, none of the patrons’ faces the slightest bit swollen, as if their 
bodies were born to live in the wrong direction. 

“Isn’t the world upside down enough without it actually being upside 
down?” Anadil marveled. 

“Maybe they see things clearer that way,” Hester said. 

“Eh, I’d say this group is as blind as the rest,” said Anadil. 

Hester followed her friend’s eyes to a domed theater hanging from the 
tip of a purple beanstalk like a Christmas bauble—the “Borna Bowl,” said 
the marquee—with the dome inverted and a full audience seated downside 
up, watching a spellcast of King Rhian’s coronation replaying in phantoms 
of gray light. As the spellcast rehashed the familiar scene, Rhian clutching 
Sophie, his princess clad in a prim, ruffled dress, the spectators hung on the 
king’s every word, while heads-down vendors hawked Lion memorabilia: 
mugs, shirts, hats, pins... . 

“Is this what they do for entertainment? Watch that scum’s coronation 
again and again?” Hester asked, unable to hear Rhian’s speech from this far 
away. 

“Probably plays every hour on the hour,” said Anadil, tilting her head 
for better viewing. “Strange, though. I don’t remember them spellcasting 
the coronation.” 

A brown-skinned family in colorful smocks passed by on the skyroad, 
heads up like the witches, ogling the Borna Bowl and the rest of the upside- 
down realm. Drupathi tourists, Hester thought, she and Ani forcing smiles, 
which the family returned before giving Dot weird looks. Dot, who was 
lurking behind, sucking morosely on vine leaves she’d turned to chocolate 
with her lit finger. 

“People will notice your glow!” Hester hissed, pulling her into the 
shadows. “And stop sulking!” 

“It's just... what you said back there... ,” Dot puled. “If Daddy dies, 
Nottingham’s ring doesnt go to me. He changed his will after I freed Robin 
Hood. Don’t think he ever changed it back.” She turned more leaves to 
chocolate, her lit finger trembling. “If Rhian’s marrying Sophie, maybe 
Rhian already got Daddy’s ring. Because of me. Because Daddy didn’t trust 
me with it. Which means, because of me, Daddy might be... might be.. .” 


For the first time, Hester’s cold facade softened. “That’s not how this 
coven thinks,” she said, cupping her hand over Dot’s glow and snuffing it 
out. “Focus on everything we’ve done to get here. Each of us did our part. 
Wolves wouldn’t have helped us if you hadn’t bribed them with chocolate 
snow. That magic carpet wouldn’t have snuck us through tunnels if Ani 
hadn’t threatened it with an unspooling spell. We’re still alive, Dot. We’re 
almost to Merlin. Whatever your Dad thought of you when he changed his 
will, he doesn’t think of you that way now. He loves you, Dot. Enough to 
join forces with Robin Hood—his own Nemesis—to keep you safe. 
Wherever he is, he’d want you to finish our mission.” 

Dot mulled this over, gazing at her shoes, before she took a deep breath 
and tossed her chocolate away. “For the record, I still think Sophie went 
back to Rhian. Just like the message says. Same story as when she went 
back to Rafal. Spends too much time around Agatha and Tedros together, 
gets jealous and desperate and ends up kissing any boy who’ll have her, 
even a lying, murdering pig.” 

“Could be worse,” said Hester. “Could be kissing a Snake.” 

Dot snorted. 

A chill gusted through the square, huddling the witches deeper into their 
hoods and shivering the spellcast in the dome. Then Hester smelled 
something on the breeze . . . something that made her muscles tense and her 
demon twitch. ... 

“The sea,” she said, pivoting to her friends. “It’s close.” 

She led them ahead, the three girls gliding along the darkening skyfloor 
like bats, careful to avoid the glow of overturned lanterns sparking to life 
along the beanstalks. Hester navigated the coven past the Borna Bowl, 
hearing Rhian’s voice grow louder, the salty scent of the sea burning 
stronger and stronger. .. . 

“Wait! Look at her dress!” Dot blurted. 

“Shhh!” Ani whispered. 

“But that’s not what Sophie wore at Rhian’s coronation,” Dot pressed. 
“You sure it’s a replay?” 

Hester stopped cold. 

So did Anadil. 

They cocked their heads in unison, studying the inverted spellcast as 
Rhian held Sophie in close-up, the king’s and princess’s figures translucent. 


“Citizens of the Woods, I did not expect a day like today to come. This 
morning, I learned that Japeth of Foxwood, my brother, my liege, has been 
in league with Tedros and Agatha, plotting against my throne,” spoke 
Rhian. “I thought my brother was the Eagle to my Lion. Instead, he was just 
another Snake. But the Lion always wins. By the time you view this 
spellcast, Japeth will be sealed in the dungeons and shall never be seen 
again. Our Woods is under siege by rebels and even my own blood can’t be 
trusted. I alone can protect us. I alone shall punish our enemies. I alone will 
keep these Woods safe.” 

“Dot’s right. This isn’t from the coronation,” said Anadil. “This is... 
now.” 

“Ding Dong, the Snake is gone,” Dot chimed. “At least Rhian did one 
thing right.” 

But Hester was still studying the king: the chill of his voice, the void in 
his eyes, the shudder of threads on his jacket like sliding scales. . . . Next to 
him, Sophie wore a blank smile, like a puppet pulled by strings. The king 
clasped her tighter. 

“But a traitor cannot stop our kingdom from glory,” he said. “And 
though I have lost a liege, soon I will gain a queen. My wedding to my true 
love will proceed as scheduled, and we shall spellcast it for the Woods to 
see. I make this promise to you all. With Sophie and I united, everything in 
our world will be possible.” 

He looked at Sophie, who maintained her perfect smile and spoke 
directly into the spellcast. 

“Long live the Lion!” she proclaimed. “Long live the One True King!” 

The scene froze on their image before words magically imposed over it. 


THE WEDDING OF KING RHIAN AND PRINCESS SOPHIE 
Live Spellcast will begin in 30 minutes 


“See, we were right!” Dot whispered to Anadil. “Sophie is marrying 
Rhian!” 

But Hester was fixed on the frozen image of Rhian, honing in on the 
black holes of his pupils, the serpentine curl of his lips. . . . Slowly Hester’s 
gaze moved to Sophie, trapped in his arms, the light in her eyes 
extinguished, the witch dead and gone. 

Suddenly Hester smelled it again. 


That sour, sick rot, overwhelming her. 

Bad candy. 

“Snake is the Lion... . Lion is the Snake. . . .” Hester realized softly. 
Anadil frowned. “Hester?” 

“What is it?” Dot pushed. 

The tattooed witch turned to them, face pale. 

“The world really is upside down.” 


—— ~ 2 
SOPHIE 
The Girl with No Past 


Sophie no longer wanted to kill the boy she was about to marry. 

Nor could she make sense of the fleeting thought that she’d wanted to 
kill him in the first place. From what she could tell, he was gorgeous, 
eloquent, and cocksure, just like a king should be. And soon, she’d be his 
queen. The queen. 





Not that she had the slightest clue how it had happened. The past was 
fuzzy now, her memories elusive. Any attempt to penetrate them spawned a 
spearing headache, as if there was an iron spike through her brain, before 
she’d jolt straight back to the present, the ache gone, as if she’d been born 
this second, again and again and again. Efforts to recall why she’d ended up 
like this—a girl with no past—only brought on stronger pain, and it wasn’t 
long before she stopped trying to find her memories altogether. 

All she knew was that she’d woken in this prim white dress and tonight 
she would marry King Rhian, the Lion of Camelot, keeper of Lionsmane, 
and savior of the Endless Woods. She’d yet to have a private moment with 
her betrothed: their only time together spent recording a spellcast, which 


she’d struggled to follow .. . about a brother gone rogue and rebels in the 
Woods, ending with her pledging allegiance to the Lion, her husband-to-be, 
just as he’d instructed. . . . But even from this, she knew she loved him, 
body and soul. Sitting next to him, she’d inhaled his frosty scent and basked 
in his tan glow, almost too perfect. When the spellcast finished, he stroked 
her cheek with cold fingers and gave her a snake-eyed smile: “See you at 
the altar, my sweet.” Sophie’s heart fluttered like he was her fairy-tale 
prince. 

Any girl would die to be in her shoes, she thought now, powdering her 
nose in the queen’s boudoir and peering in the mirror at her crown of gold 
braids and the fussy white dress that hijacked nearly every inch of her skin. 
She had no inkling of where this dress had come from or who had made it, 
but now that she was about to convene with the Woods-wide press and 
answer their pre-wedding questions, she wished the dress had a bit more 
panache . . . straps instead of sleeves or a dash of color around the waist— 

On cue, the dress shape-shifted, as if her thoughts were commands, the 
Sleeves whittling to thin strands over her shoulders, while a slash of blue cut 
across her hips, forming a belt of silk butterflies. Sophie hardly flinched. 
For something so strange, there was no surprise in the dress’s magic, as if 
she’d had this happen before but couldn’t remember when. She glanced into 
her own eyes in the mirror and saw a flash of sparkle, an emerald gleam, 
like a light in a tunnel. . . . Then it was gone, as quickly as it came. 

“Press is waiting for you, Princess,” a voice said. 

Sophie turned to the captain of the guard standing at the door to her 
bedroom, the gold of his jacket specked with dried blood. Kei, he said his 
name was when he’d woken her from sleep. Handsome as anything, with 
hawkish eyes and a square jaw, but a glum, tortured expression, as if 
haunted by a ghost. 

They walked towards the ballroom, Kei tight at her side. She noticed 
him peeking at her, like he was waiting for her to say something. As if they 
shared a secret. It made Sophie uncomfortable. 

A guard cut in front of them, scanty-haired and pockmarked: “Cap, the 
map inna Map Room' been burnt ta nothin’-—one witha rebels’ 
wherebouts!” 

Kei flexed his jaw. “Could be one of the maids or cooks. Pll question 
them.” 

“But that wazza king’s map! Should I tell ’im—” 


“Get back to your post,” the captain ordered, guiding Sophie past him. 

Sophie was mystified by this map business, but whatever it was, it made 
Kei even more sour than before. 

He caught Sophie looking at him. 

For the first time, Kei’s face changed, replaced by a sharp gaze that 
seemed to drill into her mind.... 

“You there?” he whispered. 

Sophie stared into his big, dark eyes . . . then snapped from her trance. 
“Of course I’m here! Where else would I be?” she scolded. “And stop 
scowling and giving me strange looks. You’re the captain of the guard. The 
king’s new liege. Act the part or Pl tell the king to find someone who will.” 

Kei hardened to stone. “Yes, Princess.” 

“Good,” said Sophie. “And clean your jacket while you’re at it. Unless 
there’s a coup unfolding in the castle, there’s no reason to be flaunting your 
blood as part of your uniform.” 

“Rhian’s blood,” said Kei. 

“Excuse me?” said Sophie, stopping. 

“It's Rhian’s blood,” Kei repeated, with that drilling gaze again. 

“Then kindly return it to him,” Sophie quipped, strutting ahead. 

She smiled, her white dress puffing up like peacock feathers. 

Rhian would be proud of her. 

She was settling into the role of his queen already. 


“PRINCESS SOPHIE, WHAT’S your reaction to the imprisonment of the king’s 
brother?” asked a blue-haired reporter with a badge labeled The Pifflepaff 
Post. “Are you confident that all traitors have been rooted out from the 
kingdom?” 

“I hardly knew Rhian’s brother,” Sophie replied, perched on an elevated 
throne beneath a massive Lion’s head. “And I have full confidence in King 
Rhian to keep Camelot and the Woods safe. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m 
here to answer your questions about tonight’s wedding. That is all I wish to 
speak about. The rest I leave to the king.” 

As the reporters packed into the Blue Ballroom clamored for the next 
question— “Princess Sophie! Princess Sophie!”—Sophie glanced at two 
identical women hidden in shadows at the back, barefoot and dressed in 
lavender robes, who gave her a curt nod of approval. With high foreheads 
and long noses, they wore the same blithe grin, as if all was going to plan. 


The Mistral Sisters, they’d called themselves when they briefed her before 
letting reporters in (“Just answer their questions,” said the one called Alpa. 
“Everything will take care of itself,” said the other, named Omeida). 

A reporter’s voice broke through the din— 

“And what of the evidence that King Rhian has enlisted the Kingdom 
Council to reject the Storian’s power?” said a man from the Netherwood 
Villain Digest. “Our reporting suggests that in the past week, 99 of the 100 
founding kingdoms have destroyed their rings, with these leaders 
disavowing the Storian and pledging allegiance to King Rhian instead. Does 
King Rhian believe in the legend of the One True King? Is he seeking to 
claim the Storian’s powers for himself? Is that why kingdoms are burning 
their rings for him?” 

“It's obvious that the Pen has failed our Woods,” Sophie replied as 
reporters furiously transcribed. “The Storian is supposed to tell tales that 
inspire us and move our world forward. But these days, it fixates only on 
the students of a school that has become self-indulgent and obsolete. It’s 
why I left my post as Dean. The Pen no longer represents the people. It’s 
time for a Man to rise in its place. A King. Someone who can give everyone 
a chance at glory.” 

The words slipped effortlessly out of her, as if they had a life of their 
own. 

“The last ring left belongs to the Sheriff of Nottingham, who hasn’t 
been seen since the attack on Tedros’ execution,” prompted a reporter 
tagged Nottingham News. “Any information as to his whereabouts or the 
security of his ring?” 

“Haven’t you heard? The Sheriff is marrying Robin Hood,” said Sophie 
archly. 

The press brigade laughed. 

“But do you yourself believe in the myth of the One True King?” asked 
the Hamelin Piper. “The legend that the Storian depends on the balance 
between Man and Pen. A balance protected by our leaders wearing their 
rings. As long as they wear these rings, Man and Pen share control. Each 
plays an equal part in writing fate. But if Man forsakes the Pen, if all 100 
rulers burn their rings and swear loyalty to a king instead . . . then the 
balance is gone. The Storian would lose its powers to this new king.” 

“And it would be about time!” Sophie tossed off. “Men should worship 
a Man. Not a Pen.” 


“But what happens when Rhian is this One True King?” the Ooty 
Observer pushed. “Lionsmane would become the new Storian. King 
Rhian’s own pen. With the Storian’s powers, he could use this pen like a 
sword of fate. He could write anything he wants and have it come true. He 
could wipe out anyone who challenges him. He could wipe out entire 
kingdoms—” 

“The only thing King Rhian might wipe out is a meddling press,” 
Sophie teased with a wink. “Besides, like you said, he only has 99 rings. 
Not 100.” 

The press chuckled once more. 

“What can we expect from the wedding?” a toothy woman asked from 
the Royal Rot. 

“For Rapunzel’s wedding, I heard she floated ten thousand lanterns into 
the sky, and for Snow White’s, the bride rode in on a parade of forest 
animals.” Sophie grinned. “Mine will be better.” She rose off the throne. 
“On that note, I’ll take my leave—” 

“Princess Sophie, any comment on the fact that the rebels sacking 
kingdoms were not students of the school but paid mercenaries of King 
Rhian? And that the attacks were King Rhian’s ploy to trick leaders into 
burning their rings?” 

The Blue Ballroom went quiet. Slowly the throng of reporters parted, 
revealing a teenage girl sucking a red lollipop. Her badge was handwritten, 
dotted with a heart. 


The Camelot Counter 


“Tell Agatha that Bettina says hello,” the girl smiled. 

Sophie felt a command fly from her mouth like an arrow: “Arrest her!” 

Kei and four guards streaked for Bettina, swords out— 

The young girl vanished into thin air, leaving only her red lollipop, 
which fell to the marble and fractured to pieces. 

Reporters eyed each other tensely, a chill seeping through the ballroom. 

“Apparently local journalists are magicians now,” Sophie cooed, 
untroubled. “We’ll see how our little sorceress fares when she and the rest 
of the Courier’s staff are arrested for lies and treason. Now if you’ll excuse 
me, I have a wedding to prepare for.” 


She sashayed out of the room. The second she stepped into the hall, she 
was joined by the two Mistral Sisters, hewing to her sides like sentinels, 
leading her back to the queen’s chambers. Little by little, Sophie felt her 
gait loosen, her head lighten, her sense of direction and purpose disappear. 
All the words she’d spoken to the press slipped away like smoke out of a 
chimney. Suddenly, she had no memory of where she was coming from and 
where she was going, as if time was resetting itself. 


She could hear the sisters tittering: “reporters seen in Putsi” ... “where 
Bethna is” ... “the girl used a disappearing hex” . . . “someone must be 
helping them”... “tell Japeth...” 


Sophie’s brain itched. 

Japeth ...I know that name. ... 

But it vanished into the fog with everything else. 

What’s happening to me? Sophie searched her mind, fumbling for an 
anchor to hold on to. Who am I? What am I doing here? A prickle went up 
her spine. Then a tingling in her nose. She smelled lavender . . . and 
cucumbers. . . . For a moment, she could see clearly, as if she’d crossed 
through that emerald light she had glimpsed within her eyes. ... Again a 
skullcrushing headache assaulted her, but this time, Sophie fought back, 
clawing at her memories, trying to hold on— 

“That girl, Bettina. What was she saying?” Sophie breathed. “About 
Rhian plotting the attacks . . .” The pain radiated into her teeth and jaw. 
Sophie dug in harder. “And Agatha. ... She told me to say hi to Agatha.... 
Rhian said that name during the spellcast . . . Agatha... . She isn’t a rebel at 
all! She’s my friend—” 

At once, the sisters raised their hands, twisting them sharply in midair 
as if to turn a screw— 

The pain in Sophie’s head exploded, a stabbing blow so deep that she 
buckled, about to pass out. 

The Mistrals caught her, moving her forward. 

“You need rest,” said Alpa. “Focus on the wedding, my sweet. Once 
you wed the king, your work will be done.” 

“You can rest forever after that,” said Omeida. 

The sisters gave each other shrewd looks. 

“Just focus on the wedding,” Alpa repeated. 

The wedding, Sophie thought. 

Then I can rest. 


Focus on the wedding. 
The stabbing pain eased, flooding her with glorious relief. 
Yes...the wedding would fix everything. 


TEDROS 


Secret School 


Teedros and Agatha stood between two graves. 
The light of the fading sun caught the ring on the prince’s hand, the 
silver surface glinting with carved symbols that matched the Storian’s. 
“That ring belongs to Camelot,” said Agatha, stunned. “Your father 
wouldn’t have left it to you if it wasn’t yours by right. Which means you’re 
the heir, Tedros. Just like he raised you to be.” 





Tedros blinked at the ring, taking this in, before his eyes sharpened and 
rose to Agatha’s. “Then who’s sitting on the throne?” 

“Not the heir, that’s for sure,” said his princess in her rumpled black 
dress. “We need to get to Camelot and show the people they’ve been duped 
by a Snake. And save our best friend from marrying him while we’re at it.” 

“She deserves to marry him,” Tedros muttered. “Got herself into this 
mess going back to Rhian.” 

“To help us—” 

“We don’t know that.” 

“I do,” Agatha said firmly. “We’re going back to Camelot. For your 
throne. And my friend.” 

Tedros gazed at the grove’s two graves, each marked with a glass cross: 
one his father’s, dug up and empty; the other Chaddick’s, untouched in the 


shadows. Tedros’ shirt clung to his chest, soaked with his sweat, his 
breeches smeared with dirt from his father’s grave. Pain rattled his body, the 
exhaustion of the journey and the wounds he’d suffered against his enemies 
soothed by knowing now that his dad was on his side. He’d followed his 
heart to Avalon, trusting in his father’s last message —“Unbury Me”— 
which brought him here, to King Arthur’s tomb, in the Lady of the Lake’s 
secret haven. But there was no body to find. Instead, Tedros had 
encountered his father’s soul, magically preserved by Merlin so that he 
could appear to Tedros one last time and bequeath his son the ring that 
would save him. And Camelot. For as long as Tedros wore this ring, the 
Snake couldn’t be the One True King. The Snake who had killed his own 
brother to claim the Storian’s power. But it was in vain. With this ring, 
Tedros’ father had ensured that a Snake would never take the Storian’s 
place. That Lionsmane would never replace free will with Japeth’s will. 
That Man would never become Pen. With this ring, Tedros’ father had 
given his son one last chance at his throne. 

A king’s true coronation test. 

The prince noticed Agatha peering edgily at the sky, her black clumps 


shifting. 
“Sun will set soon,” she worried. “How will we get there in time? We 
need to mogrify into birds . . . or use Tinkerbell and the school fairies to 


fly. ... They’re waiting with your mother at the lake—” 

“Still won’t get there by sunset,” Tedros pointed out. “We’re half a 
day’s journey, at least, even by flight.” 

“Maybe the Lady of the Lake knows a way—” 

“The Lady who’s lost her magic and almost killed me. Twice. We’ll be 
lucky if she lets us out of this cove,” said Tedros, his lit finger about to cast 
a flare for the Lady. “Let’s find my mother and use the fairies to fly back to 
school. Then we can plan our attack.” 

“Pm not leaving Sophie with the Snake!” Agatha blistered, her eyes 
watering. “I don’t care if it’s just me, up against every one of his thugs. I’m 
getting my best friend back.” 

Tedros clasped her palm. “Look, I know what Sophie means to you. 
Which is why I’ll go to the ends of the earth to keep her safe, even if she 
and I make better enemies than friends. But there’s no way to Camelot in 
time. There’s no way to shrink a hundred miles.” 


Agatha pulled her hand away. “Does your mother know a spell? Or Hort 
or Nicola? They’re with her! Maybe they have a talent that’s useful—” 

“Hort’s talent is busting out of his clothes. Nicola’s is reminding us how 
smart she is. And my mother’s is an unhelpful mix of cluelessness and 
evading responsibility. What about your talent? You’re the one who saved 
us from that spitfire camel.” 

“By hearing its wishes, and you can’t use that as a means to teleport 
across half the—” Agatha’s eyes sparked. “Wishes!” 

She bolted past him. “Hurry! Before it’s too late!” 

He watched Agatha weave between trees, disappearing into the 
darkness of the grove. Tedros knew better than to ask. Standing between his 
dad’s and his knight’s graves, the prince let his fingerglow dim before he 
sucked in a breath and summoned what strength he had left in his legs to 
chase her. 


HE FOLLOWED THE sounds of Agatha’s steps pattering across the forest floor, 
crackling on fallen branches. But the deeper Tedros drew through the oaks, 
the more he began to remember his way. Soon, he saw his princess kneeling 
at the edge of a pond, hidden within the thicket. Just as he’d seen her the 
first time he’d been here. 

Back then, it was Hort who’d led Agatha to the pond, when they’d been 
hiding from Rafal at his mother and Lancelot’s safehouse. Tedros had 
concealed himself behind a tree, listening as the weasel berated Agatha for 
not following her heart, for sacrificing Tedros instead of fighting for him: a 
revelation that made Tedros realize just how much Agatha needed him and 
how much he needed her, right when both of them were doubting it the 
most. It was here at this pond, only a short distance from two graves, that 
their love was sealed. The love that would never be broken again, no matter 
what Evils lay ahead. 

Tedros crouched beside her, the mud soft under his boots. Beneath the 
heavy veil of trees, the pond glistened with embers of sunset. Agatha met 
her prince’s blue gaze in the water’s mirror. 

“Where are they?” he asked, searching the surface. 

The pond stayed still, its inhabitants gone. 

Agatha’s lips trembled as the sun shimmers faded in the reflection. 
“But...” 

Tedros stroked her hair. “Let’s get back to the others—” 


But then the shimmers changed color, from gold to silver, nuggets of 
glow pulsing in rhythmic synch. All at once, the glows began to move, 
rocketing through the pond in crisscrossing patterns like underwater 
fireworks, rising towards the prince and princess, closer, closer, brighter, 
brighter, until they splashed through the surface, a thousand tiny fish, 
spitting tails of water like fountains of light. 

“Not gone after all,” said Tedros, watching the Wish Fish crowd 
towards his princess as if they knew her well. “Your secret little school.” 

“If I put my finger in the water, they’ll paint my soul’s greatest wish,” 
said Agatha breathlessly. “And my wish is to find a way to rescue Sophie 
before she marries the Snake. If there’s a way, the fish will show it to us!” 

Agatha slipped her finger in the water. 

Instantly, the Wish Fish dispersed, flickering different colors as they 
joined fins like pieces in a jigsaw puzzle. At first, Tedros had no clue what 
he was seeing, with the fish switching hues and rearranging feverishly, as if 
they were still debating Agatha’s wish. But little by little, the fish 
committed to colors and then to their places, and a painting came into focus 
across their smooth, silky scales... . 

A royal garden gleamed beneath a sunset, Camelot’s castle silhouetted 
against the pink and purple sky. Masses of well-dressed spectators gathered, 
the people and creatures of the Woods watching something attentively, 
something neither Tedros nor Agatha could make out, since the crowd was 
obscuring it. But there was something else in the painting, foregrounded 
and sharply clear, floating over the mob: a pair of watery bubbles, each the 
size of a crystal ball, two tiny figures enclosed within. 

“Those are us,” Agatha said, peering at the bubbled clones. 

“Those are not us,” Tedros rejected. “You and I are full-grown, we live 
on the ground, and we breathe air.” 

Agatha turned to him. Her distraction snapped the spell, and the fish 
splintered, colors draining from their scales. 

“Not all that surprised, though. First time I tried Wish Fish after Dad 
died, it showed me crying in Lancelot’s arms. Lancelot, who destroyed my 
Dad,” said Tedros. “Wish Fish are batty.” 

“Or your soul craved a new father and Lancelot was the closest you had 
to one at the time,” Agatha disputed. “Wish Fish aren’t batty. That painting 
meant something. And this painting is how we get to Sophie.” 


“By levitating in body-shrinking bubbles?” the prince repelled. “And I 
would never wish to cuddle with Lancelot—” 

But Agatha wasn’t looking at him anymore. She was looking at the fish, 
which had rearranged into a stark-white arrow, pointing directly, 
unmistakably at... Tedros. 

“Your turn,” said Agatha. 

Tedros grimaced. “Next thing you know, they’ll show me baking 
cookies with the Snake.” He thrust his finger in the water. 

Nothing happened. 

Instead, the fish clung tighter to their arrow, pointing insistently at 
Tedros’ hand. 

“Told you. They’re addled, these fish,” Tedros carped. 

“Wrong finger,” his princess said. “Look.” 

The Wish Fish were pointing at another finger of Tedros’ hand. 

The one with King Arthur’s ring. 

Tedros’ heart beat faster. 

Without a word, he dipped the finger in, warm water filling the cold, 
steel grooves of the ring— 

A shockwave of light detonated across the pond. 

Prince and princess stared at each other. 

“What was that?” said Tedros. 

But now the fish were gluing into a silver mob, fastening hard around 
the steel circle, trying to kiss the ring with their bobbing little mouths. With 
each kiss, the fish flashed with light, as if a secret power had been 
transferred. Soon they were strobing like stars in the dark, faster and faster, 
this power magnifying, charging their bodies with mysterious force. Tedros 
waited for them to disperse, to paint his wish, like they’d done with his 
princess, but instead, the fish gobbed tighter, a ragged mass, sucking wet 
and tight to his ring. Then slowly they slid up his palm... his wrist... 

“Wait!” he rasped, yanking at his hand, but Agatha held him in place, 
the fish surging out of the pond, gripping his elbow, his bicep, his armpit— 

“Let go!” he cried, fighting Agatha. 

“Trust me,” she soothed. 

The swarming school was at his shoulder, his throat... his chin... 
their interlocked bodies turning clear as glass, revealing small throbbing 
hearts. Then, all at once, the fish began to swell. Inflating like balloons, 


they amassed into a clear, gelatinous globe, expanding in every direction, 
pressing into Tedros’ face. 

“Help!” he yelled, but the warm, slobbery bubble laminated his mouth, 
his nose, his eyes, suffocating him with a salty smell. He could feel 
Agatha’s arms on him, but he couldn’t see her. He couldn’t see anything. He 
closed his eyes, his lashes lacquered in itchy scales, his chest pumping 
shallow breaths, leaking last bits of air— 

Then it stopped. The pressure. The smell. As if his head had separated 
from his body. The prince opened his eyes to find himself inside the fish 
bubble, floating above the pond. 

Agatha was in the bubble with him. 

“Like I said,” she smiled. “Trust me.” 

Then his princess began to shrink. And now, so did the prince, his 
whole body pinching down, inch by inch, to the size of a tea mug. The 
bubble closed in, too, its watery edges leaving just enough room around 
them. 

Tedros glanced at his pants. “This better not be permanent.” 

Instantly the bubble split in two, each sealing up whole, separating 
prince and princess in their own orbs. 

“Agatha?” Tedros called, his voice bouncing against liquid walls. 

He saw his tiny princess call back, her lips moving but only a squeak 
coming through. 

Rays of light refracted against the bubbles and Tedros watched the pond 
opening up like a portal, revealing a familiar castle and a pink-purple 
sky . . . the scene of a Wish Fish painting he’d mocked, now come to 
life.... 

“Trust me.” 

Tedros looked up at Agatha, eyes wide— 

He never had time to scream. The two balls plunged into the portal like 
they’d been shot from a cannon, vanishing into the glare of a faraway sun. 


THE STORIAN 
Altar and Grail 


The Pen that tells the tale is just that: the teller, with no place in the story. 
It should not be a character or a weapon or a prize. It should not be lionized 
or persecuted or thought of at all. The Pen must be invisible, doing its work 
in humble silence, with no bias or opinion, like an all-seeing eye committed 
only to unspooling a story until its end. 





Yet here we are: things once held sacred are sacred no longer. 

The Pen is under siege. 

My spirit is weakened, my powers fading. 

I must tell my own story or risk Man erasing it forever. 

Man, who despite thousands of years of trusting in my powers .. . has 
now come to take them from me. 


No ONE KNEW where in the gardens the wedding would take place, for there 
was no Stage or altar or priest and no sign of a bride or groom. But as the 
sun dipped into the horizon, guards continued to let guests in—men, 


women, children, dwarves, trolls, elves, ogres, fairies, goblins, nymphs, and 
more citizens of the Woods—all dressed in their finest as they crammed 
through the gates of Camelot’s castle. 

After King Arthur’s death, the gardens had fallen to blight, but under a 
new king, they’d been revived to glory, a sprawling wonderland of color 
and scent. Packed hip to hip, the people flooded the groves of the 
Orangerie, the paths of the Sunken Garden, and the lawns of the Rosefield, 
all of which orbited the long Reflecting Pool crowned with a marble statue 
of King Rhian hammering Excalibur into the masked Snake’s neck. Muddy 
shoes stained the grass and flattened the willows; restless children tore 
branches and ate the lilacs; a family of giants broke an orange tree. But still 
guards continued to let guests in, even as the setting sun halved and 
quartered and the smell of sweaty bodies clogged the air. 

“Is there no end to this?” the Empress of Putsi growled, holding her 
nose as people jostled against her, nearly knocking her and her goose- 
feather coat into the Reflecting Pool. “Putsi butchers and millers and maids 
given the same treatment as their Empress! Ever and Never royalty thrown 
to the masses and left to fend for ourselves! After all we’ve done for King 
Rhian? After we burned our rings in his name? Who ever heard of 
commoners at a royal wedding!” 

“Tt is the commoners who have made him king,” said the Maharani of 
Mahadeva, watching a mountain troll pee in the tulips. “And now that 
we’ve burned our rings, our voice has no more weight than theirs.” 

“We burned our rings to save our kingdoms. To earn the king’s 
protection,” the Empress of Putsi argued. “Your castle was attacked like 
mine. Your sons might be dead if not for you giving up your ring. Your 
realm is safe now.” 

“Is it? How are we protected if the Kingdom Council no longer has a 
vote against the king?” the Maharani pressed. “A king who my advisors 
believe seeks the power of the Storian.” 

“The ‘One True King’ is an old wives’ tale spread by that Sader family. 
But even if any of their flimflam was true, you of all people should 
welcome it. The Storian did nothing for Evil kingdoms like yours or for the 
Nevers of the Woods. If Rhian had the Storian’s power, he might do Evil a 
world of Good.” The Empress stood straighter. “King Rhian is a worthy 
king to both sides. He”ll listen to us, whether or not we have our rings. King 
Rhian will always put us above the people—” 


Something smacked her face, and she looked up at a chubby boy high 
on a Staircase, pelting people with gooseberries. 

“Like he’s done today?” the Maharani asked, stonefaced. 

The Empress went mum. 

As for the berry-pelting boy, he found himself swatted by his Dean and 
yanked into place with the rest of her students, who’d traveled with the 
Dean from Foxwood. 

“Behave, Arjun! Or Pl tell King Rhian to throw you in the dungeon 
with his brother,” Dean Brunhilde scolded, swiping her student’s 
ammunition. “And I assure you, you won’t last a half second in a cell with 
RJ. Not an ounce of Good in that boy’s body.” 

“Thought Rhian’s brother was called ‘Japeth,’” Arjun peeped. 

“Even that name sounds Evil,” the Dean murmured. “I shortened his 
birth name to ‘RJ.’ Came to Arbed House because he, like you, couldn't get 
along with his mother. I tried to make him Good. Did everything I could. 
Even his brother thought he could be fixed. But in the end, it seems Rhian 
learned what I did: some Evil cant be fixed.” 

“Still don’t believe we’re here. A royal wedding!” piped an older boy 
with sunken eyes. “A kid like us now the king!” 

“And marrying a girl as pretty as Sophie,” said a bald boy, his collar 
littered with dandruff. “Don’t forget that, Emilio. That’s why I’d want to be 
a king.” 

“Think Pll get to be a king someday, Dean Brunhilde?” Arjun asked. 
“Or at least a prince?” 

“T don’t see why not,” Dean Brunhilde said. “Things are different now. 
Most royal weddings don’t allow ordinary citizens. But King Rhian knows 
to respect every soul, Good or Evil, boy or girl, young or old. All of you 
have a chance at glory while he’s king. Taught him myself, just like I’m 
teaching you.” 

“Can we meet King Rhian? Can I get his autograph?” Emilio asked. 

“I want to meet him!” another boy prompted. 

“Me too! Me too!” clamored the rest of the group. 

The Dean blushed. “I’m sure Rhian remembers me fondly. . . . Jorgen! 
Stop pinching fairies!” 

Meanwhile, Arjun pulled a few last gooseberries from his pocket and 
aimed them over the rail. 

“Quit it!” Emilio hissed. 


“But if I hit that spellcast bubble roving around, everyone watching in 
the other kingdoms will see me!” said Arjun. “I’ll be famous! Like the 
king!” 

“What bubble are you talking about?” Emilio asked, confused. “The 
spellcast comes from the shield over the garden. The pink fog up there. 
That’s what beams the scene to everywhere in the Woods.” 

“Then what’s that?” Arjun said, pointing down. 

Emilio squinted at a watery orb flitting between bodies in the crowd, 
nearing the edge of the reflecting pool— 

But the last light of the sun vanished, and the bubble could be seen no 
longer, lost in the white mist rising over the lake. 


AS NIGHT SETTLED, the mist spooled thicker, rolling over the waters in snow- 
colored waves. Behind the pool, Kei marched the Camelot guard into 
formation, the armored bodies silhouetted in fog. Standing on a staircase 
behind were Alpa and Omeida, the two Mistral Sisters, hooded amongst the 
crowd, eyes locked on Rhian’s statue, each muttering the same incantation 
under their breaths. On cue, the statue began to glitter a radiant gold, 
casting rippling light on the king’s carved face and the Snake crushed in his 
arms. The mist over the Reflecting Pool dissipated, revealing the surface 
had magically frozen, the ice strewn with blue and gold rose petals, the pool 
now a Stage. 

Soft music began to play in a strange key, the melody of a wedding 
march that sounded more like a funeral’s. 

Then a blur of movement reflected in the ice. 

Wedding guests raised their heads. 

The sky had bloomed with constellations, Lions repeating endlessly as 
far as the eye could see, changing pose with every blink of stars. Against 
these celestial patterns, two more stars appeared: the bride and the king, 
floating down on the wings of a thousand white butterflies beating across 
the bride’s gown. Her shoes were made of glass, her throat collared with 
rubies, her face shrouded in a delicate veil. Her groom wore a white fur 
soaring behind him like a cape, belted with a chain of gold lions. 
Excalibur’s hilt gleamed at his waist. The crown of Camelot fit securely on 
his head. He made a fine King Rhian, this boy, with his tight copper hair, 
amber tan, and aqua-green gaze... . 

But we know better. 


“Rhian” was only playing the part of his brother, his wild hair hacked 
short, his skin painted tan, his eyes dyed by magic. His bride, too, seemed 
to be playing a role, her smile vacant, her hands clasping him the way she 
once clasped another boy she’d intended to marry: a young, frost-haired 
School Master who she thought she loved with all her heart. But now, in her 
wide green eyes, there was no love. There was nothing but the reflection of 
her groom, pleased with the emptiness of her gaze. 

The young couple floated down towards the statue, “Rhian” gripping 
Sophie as tightly as the stone Rhian gripped the Snake. They neared the 
ground, bathed in the statue’s light, the Woods’ eyes upon them. The king 
loomed over his bride, placing a hand on her throat, and pulled her mouth to 
his. The crowd suspended in silence as he kissed her, time standing still. 
Look closer, the way I can, and one could see the chill in Sophie’s 
cheeks . . . the shudder in her legs . . . the hardness in the groom’s lips, 
repelled by the taste of his bride. . . . 

Their feet touched down to the frozen pool. 

The mob stayed hushed. 

Then King Rhian’s statue began to rattle and quake. The edges of the 
ice pool splintered, shards of ice spraying into the sky, the glassy stage 
vibrating beneath the bride’s and groom’s feet. All at once, Rhian’s statue 
lifted out of the ground, taking the Reflecting Pool with it, the thick, frozen 
lake floating into the air, up, up, up, the bride and groom now high above 
the gardens, like toy figures on a cake. 

Cheers burst out across the land, the crowd unleashing all they’d held 
back. 

The wedding of the king had begun. 

Orbiting the grounds, the spellcast shield strobed, recording every 
moment and beaming it to the Woods. Listen well and you might hear the 
cheers from kingdoms beyond, echoing on the wind... 

“Rhian” turned from his bride and a flash of gold glowed beneath his 
cape, pulsing where his heart should be. He reached under the silk and drew 
out a cocoon of light. Only I know what is hidden within: a black scim 
disguised as Lionsmane—the king’s Pen, my so-called rival—which now 
rose out of the light, sharp at both ends and gold as the sun, into the night 
sky over the king’s palm. 

From its tip came a shimmering dust, the color of pure ore, 
shapeshifting into the outlines of cuddling puppies, kissing lovebirds, 


arrows shot through hearts. Children hopped up in the crowd, reaching 
hands skyward, trying to touch these valentines before they broke apart and 
golden ash rained down, dusting their hair with sparkles. Sophie, too, 
clasped her hands to her chest, as if charmed by the sight of happy young 
souls. (Perhaps the clearest sign yet that this Sophie was as fraudulent as 
her groom.) 

Meanwhile, “Rhian” spoke from the floating stage. “The Storian was 
the balance of our Woods. The Pen trusted with telling the stories that 
moved our world forward. That is, until it gave you the last Ever After. 
Tedros the ‘king.’ Or as you knew him: Tedros the coward, the fraud, the 
snake. He is no king, regardless of what that Pen says. You learned that the 
hard way. But this is what happens when we give the Storian free rein. Fate 
leaves us vulnerable and out of control. Fate leads us to false idols. But the 
Storian is no longer our future. And neither are the winds of fate. Man’s will 
is the future. Man’s will can bring glory to all. And tonight, Man becomes 
Pen. My pen. I will write the stories of the future. I will reward those who 
deserve to be rewarded and punish those who deserve to be punished. The 
power is with me now. The power is with the people.” 

The crowd roared as Lionsmane rose higher in the sky, throbbing 
brighter like a north star. Sophie clapped along, not a wick of understanding 
in her gaze. 

The king held her closer. “But as long as the Storian exists, it is a threat. 
Empower it and it will lead us astray. To more Tedroses, and more like him. 
So we must not only reject it... but destroy it. All but one kingdom in the 
Endless Woods has renounced faith in the old Pen. All but one of a hundred 
founding realms has broken their bond with it. Tonight, as a preface to our 
wedding, the last kingdom breaks its bond too. The 100th realm burns its 
ring, stripping the Pen’s powers and giving the power over Man’s fate to 
me. Tonight, you not only gain a queen.” His eyes pierced through the dark. 
“Tonight, the One True King lives.” 

Lionsmane spawned flames from its tip: a ball of blue fire that lobbed 
high in the dark . . . then shot down, blasting past exuberant guests before 
catching to a halt in front of the Camelot guard. An armored soldier next to 
Kei stepped forward, the fire lighting up the wrinkles around his greedy 
eyes and the filthy hair spinning out from his helmet. A discerning Reader 
would recognize him quickly: this guard who wasn’t a guard at all. It was 
Bertie, the Sheriff of Nottingham’s once-steward, now the keeper of his 


ring. And in Bertie’s hands was this very ring, glinting atop a black pillow, 
the carved steel reflecting the contours of the flames. 

I still feel the heat from here. 

Little by little, the crowd quieted, sensing the magnitude of the moment, 
realizing that they too were now pledging loyalty to Man over me. Sophie 
seemed to stir from her daze, as if deep inside, a kernel of the past had 
shaken loose in her memory. 

“The last piece of the Storian’s power,” the king declared, fixed on 
Bertie’s ring. “The last tether between Man and Pen.” 

Bertie stepped forward, his eyes on the king. 

“Rhian” nodded. 

My spirit cries out in its shell— 

The Sheriff’s old friend opens his palm. Nottingham’s ring falls into the 
fire. 

Crackle! Whish! Pop! 

The ring is no more. 

All that’s left of me is a whisper. 

For the first time, the king’s face softens, the regal facade falling away, 
as if he too had dipped into memory. “With my Pen, I vow to write these 
Woods as they should be. To give all your stories the endings they deserve.” 
His gaze fell on Dean Brunhilde in the crowd. “Including mine.” 

The Dean locked eyes with “Rhian,” a cold tingle worming up her 
spine. She peered closer at him — 

“He sees you!” Arjun blurted, grabbing her. “Rhian remembers!” By the 
time the Dean turned back, the king had regained his poise, his focus on his 
bride. 

“No more rings left. No more pledges to make,” he said, touching 
Sophie’s cheek. “Except one.” 

Slowly his eyes lifted. 

From Lionsmane’s tip birthed two golden rings. 

One floated into the king’s hand. 

One into his bride’s. 

Lionsmane glowed brighter in the sky, the witness to this moment, both 
altar and grail. 

“With this ring, I thee wed,” the king said to Sophie. 

He slipped his ring onto her finger. 


What power I have left dwindles, my words fainter on the page, as if 
they cannot sustain another blow. 

Sophie stayed lost in his eyes. 

“With this ring, I thee wed,” she repeated. 

No hesitation: she slid her ring onto his finger. 

“Then by the power of the Pen, Man’s Pen,” the boy proclaimed, 
looking up into the sky, “I ask Lionsmane to seal the bonds of this marriage. 
To crown Sophie my queen. To name me, Rhian of Camelot, the One True 
King of these Woods!” 

Lionsmane burned brighter, brighter, drinking in all the force I have 
lost. Suddenly, it is alive, becoming me, my powers stolen into the hands of 
this king. Against the night, his pen paints a queen’s crown, five ribbons of 
jewels topped with a ring of fleur de lis— 

Instantly, the crown came to life, a dazzling tower of diamonds, as if the 
king’s wish had made it true, before the crown set down upon Sophie’s 
head. Sophie touched its grooves, the blinding glare of jewels casting 
sparkles on her hands. A strange bubble of light streaked past her, and she 
swiveled her head to follow it before she remembered what she was 
supposed to focus on: the crowd chanting her name . . . her wedding to the 
king nearly sealed. ... 

As for this king, his focus was only on the pen, alive with the power of 
a hundred flames. His eyes quivered with triumph. 

The rings had been destroyed. 

The queen had her crown. 

The prophecy was complete. 

Raising his hands, he reached up for Lionsmane, the Pen he’d pillaged 
and betrayed and murdered for, the Pen that could now bring his deepest 
wishes to life. He claimed its warm gold in his palm, seizing its powers, 
seizing immortality, a roar rising into his throat and unleashed to the sky— 

The light of the pen snuffed out, its metal turned cold in his hands. 

The crown vanished from Sophie’s head. 

So did the crown on the kings. 

Their wedding rings disappeared, too. 

Across the gardens, the crowd stood stunned. 

Sophie startled from her trance, looking to her groom. 

“Rhian” was frozen, his teeth clenched. 

Here in my school tower, a bolt of heat lights up my steel. 


There is one ring left, you see. 

A ring which precludes full transfer of my powers. A ring this king does 
not know of. 

And it is closer than he thinks. 

Now the last swan in my steel pumps its wings, harder, harder, as if to 
make up for all the other swans lost, all the other kingdoms who’ve 
surrendered their rings. 

Over Camelot’s castle, silver lightning lashed through the sky, 
imploding Rhian’s statue, and the whole of the frozen stage came 
plummeting down. People in the mob screamed, diving for cover— 

The iced pool shattered to the ground, launching bride and groom in 
opposite directions. Chunks of ice hailed around them, bashing into 
spectators. 

“Watch out!” Kei yelled, tackling Sophie— 

The remnants of Rhian’s statue cratered into the dirt behind her, a 
mountain of rubble. 

All went quiet in the gardens, thick with the smell of fire and ice. 

Slowly, adults, children, creatures inched out of their hiding places. 

Kei lifted his head, Sophie curled up beneath him, her eyes quivering 
with the blankness of someone who didn’t know where or who she was. She 
spotted the king, flat on his stomach near the statue’s ruins, Lionsmane 
clenched in his fist. Seeing “Rhian” centered her— 

But suddenly, from the king’s belt, Excalibur rocketed out of its sheath 
by its own power, flying high over the castle, swordtip gleaming like the 
point of a pen, before it came axing down into the statue’s rubble. It landed 
blade-first at the top of the heap, its hilt high and standing, like a cross out 
of a grave. 

The hilt magically opened, a scroll rising from inside. As the king and 
his princess watched, the crowd shellshocked around them, the scroll 
unfurled in midair, revealing a parchment card, filled with faded words, 
stamped with Camelot’s seal. 

Moonlight illuminated the decree. 

King Arthur’s voice thundered from beyond. 


“The first test was passed. 
Excalibur pulled from the stone. 
A new king named. 


But two claim the crown. 
The sword returns to the stone, 
for only one is the true king. 
Who? 
The future I have seen has many possibilities . . . 
So by my will, none shall be crowned until 
the Tournament is complete. 
The Tournament of Kings. 
Three trials. 
Three answers to find. 
A race to the finish. 
My last coronation test. 
Excalibur will crown the winner 
and take the loser’s head. 
The first test is coming. Prepare .. .” 


The card crumbled and blew away, like sand in the wind. The hilt of 
Arthur’s sword sealed up, leaving Excalibur in moonlight at the peak of 
piled stone. 

A new altar. 

A new grail. 

For a moment, there was utter silence, strangers and friends gawking at 
each other in the gardens. The students of Arbed House looked to their 
Dean, but she had no words. So too were the leaders of the Woods tongue- 
tied—the Empress of Putsi, the Queens of Mahadeva and Jaunt Jolie, the 
Kings of Foxwood and Maidenvale and Bloodbrook and more—scattered 
across the ice-strewn fields and unsure of what they’d just heard. Even 
Sophie’s vacant sheen had cracked, her eyes narrowing, her soul closer and 
closer to breaking through. ... 

But now all of them caught sight of a figure rising out of the ruins, 
climbing the stone heap: the king, crownless and dirt-smeared, Lionsmane 
cold in his hands, his cheeks a violent red. Slamming a foot onto the highest 
stone, he seized Excalibur with a single fist, and pulled it hard. 

It didn’t move. 

He shoved Lionsmane into his furs and yanked the sword again, this 
time with both fists, only to suffer the same result. Sweat soaked his 


forehead. He raised his eyes to the sky, where King Arthur’s voice had 
spoken.... 

“Two kings?” he shouted mockingly. “What dirty trick is this? I pulled 
Excalibur from the stone. J am the king! Who dares to claim a second?” 

A watery orb slammed into the king, then another, bashing him off the 
stone. The bubbles expanded, two tiny figures growing taller within, rising 
to full size before they thrust out their hands, peeled their way through 
watery walls, and left the bubbles behind. Tedros strode atop the stone 
mountain, muscles clinging to his wet shirt, his princess at his side. 

“Me,” he declared. “And the only trick is how that sword ever came to a 
Snake in the first place.” 

Arthur’s son raised his hand into the moon’s beam, the silver ring 
stealing its light. 

“The last ring lives. Camelot’s ring. My father’s ring,” he thundered, 
resounding across the castle grounds. “I am the heir. I am the king.” 

The people of the Woods held their breath, their heads whipping 
between two defiant kings. Sophie, too, stayed still, even though her body 
told her to run to her groom’s side... to her king. . . . On her knees in 
shredded roses, she glanced at Kei, who had that same haunted look he’d 
had in the castle. Slowly, Sophie’s eyes went back to Tedros atop the stone. 
Kei knew this boy... and so did she... . 

Tedros glared his rival down. “You heard the king. Excalibur is returned 
to the stone. The crown no longer belongs to you,” he slashed. “Three tests. 
The sword crowns the winner. No more games. No more lies. . . . Let the 
tournament begin.” 

Flat on his stomach, “Rhian” peered up at the prince, a hint of fragility 
in his face. A sliver of fear. 

Then it was gone. 

He spun to Kei. 

“Kill him,” he ordered. 

Kei’s gaze hardened. He and the pirates launched for Tedros—the ring 
on the prince’s finger shot a blast of light, reforming the protective bubble, 
trapping Tedros inside. The prince whirled to Agatha: “Get Sophie!” 

But Agatha was already gone from his wing, surging for her best friend 
and tackling Sophie into her arms. White and black dresses coalesced, like 
the intermingling of two swans. The girls’ eyes locked, dark and light, an 
eternal connection made. Good and Evil. Boy and Girl. Old and Young. 


Truth and Lies. Past and Present. Sophie gasped, the color in her cheeks 
returning, the fire in her eyes pouring forth— 

It dampened, like a door slammed shut. Sophie grabbed Agatha by the 
neck and threw her to the ground. 

Lifting her head, Agatha saw the two Mistral Sisters on a staircase 
behind Sophie, directing their hands, puppeteering her best friend’s moves. 
Sophie grabbed a slab of frozen ice, jagged like a dagger. Grinning, the 
Mistrals swung their palms. Sophie pounced for Agatha, the ice knife 
plunging for her best friend’s chest— 

The ice knife trapped in a wall of water, a hair’s width from Agatha’s 
heart. 

For a moment, all Agatha could hear were her own shallow breaths, the 
hammer of her blood. She felt her prince’s arms drag her back, the two of 
them safe in the Wish Fish bubble, Arthur’s ring glowing on Tedros’ hand 
like a talisman. Behind the bubble, a portal opened, revealing the gray 
waters of a lake . . . its vast, snowy shores . . . three shadows in the 
distance. ... 

But Tedros’ gaze was still on Sophie through the bubble, her teeth bared 
like a rabid animal’s, her fist tearing the ice knife into the watery wall again 
and again, yielding only the tiniest crack. 

“Rhian” gently clasped her from behind, staying his princess’s hand. 
Sophie gazed up at him, starry-eyed with love once more, fully under his 
spell. 

Tears rolled down Agatha’s cheeks. “What have you done to her! You 
monster! You creep! What have you done to my friend!” 

The boy ignored her, his eyes on Tedros. An eel curled off his wedding 
robe, so small that no one in the audience noticed as it slithered through the 
crack Sophie had made in the bubble— 

Tedros instantly snatched it into his fist. 

But now the eely scim was speaking with the Snake’s voice, so only the 
prince and Agatha could hear... . 

“Your weak magic can’t protect you from what’s coming,” the scim 
taunted. Outside the bubble, his master leered at Tedros. “You sniveling 
coward. You pretty-faced fool. You’re no one’s leader. No one in the Woods 
is on your side. And now you think you can win a fight against me?” 

“A fair fight, yes,” Tedros flared, glowering back at his nemesis. “As 
for the Woods, soon they”11 know that their ‘king’ isn’t who he says he is.” 


“Oh?” said the scim. “Let’s see if they believe anything you have to say. 
Tedros the rebel. Tedros the Snake.” 

“I don’t need to say a word. They’ll know when Excalibur takes your 
head,” the prince seethed, crushing the eel harder. “Pll finish the tests first. 
PII win the tournament. The sword will crown me.” 

“Like it did last time? It will never let you be king because you have 
nothing in you that is a king. Nothing.” 

Tedros vibrated with anger. “I am Arthur’s son. I am his heir.” 

“There is only one ending to your tale,” said the eel coolly. “You dead 
and forgotten. That ring in my hands. The Storian’s powers mine. You and 
those you love... erased.” 

“Catch you at the finish,” Tedros vowed. 

“Rhian” didn’t flinch. “PI kill you long before.” 

Tedros glared into his black pupils. “I see you, Japeth. Like your 
brother surely did before you murdered him and stole his name. I can 
believe Rhian was Arthur’s son. At least he had a soul. At least he wanted 
to do Good. But how can a beast like you be my brother? How can filth like 
you be my father’s child?” 

“Isn’t it obvious?” the scim replied. 

The Snake grinned, his face pressing to the prince’s against the slim ball 
of water, his voice inside a poisoned whisper. . . . 

“I’m not.” 

The words slammed Tedros like a kick to the chest. He killed the scim 
and smashed it to goo as he choked out a breath—“Who are you?”—but 
Agatha was pulling him back through a portal, lake water flooding his 
lungs, the prince’s question echoing again and again into the dark, dark 
deep. 


AGATHA 
A Snow of Scrolls 


Her best friend had tried to kill her before. 
Their first year at school. 
And again during the third. 
Sophie was a witch, after all, and Agatha a princess. 


But this time was different, Agatha thought, clawing through water, 


running out of breath. Because whoever just tried to kill her on the other 
side of the portal . . . That wasn’t Sophie. 





Agatha tore through the surface, gulping air. She searched the lake for 
Tedros, her eyes flooding with water before she spotted three shadowy 
figures on Avalon’s shore, shouting out to her— 

But Agatha was already back under, prowling through gray depths for 
her prince. She’d been gripping on to him . . . then suddenly she wasn’t, 
distracted by her fears for Sophie... 

She squinted in every direction. No sign of him, the lake vast and still. 
She resurfaced, fueling more air— 

“Tedros!” she called across the lake. 

“Agatha!” Nicola returned from the shore. 

“Where’s Tedros!” Agatha gasped at her. 

“Don’t see him!” said Hort. 

“He’s not with you?” said Guinevere anxiously. 

Agatha dove under. Panic squeezed her throat. Had she left Tedros 
behind? In worrying about Sophie, had she doomed her prince? She whirled 
around, limbs flailing— 


Flashing gleams winked ahead, like an explosion of pearls. 

A swarm of Wish Fish cannoned towards her, Tedros caged within, the 
school of fish swallowing Agatha too, before they crashed out of the water 
and spewed the prince and princess to the snow-mounded shore. The two 
landed in each other’s arms, soggy and chilled, as the fish pirouetted in the 
air and speared back into the lake. 

Relieved, Agatha clasped her prince, Tedros still questioning: “Who is 
he? Who?” 

“We heard what he said,” Hort said, rushing in. “The Snake—” 

“Huh? How could you hear him?” said Agatha, confused. 

“We both heard him,” said Nicola, joining her boyfriend. “That he’s not 
your brother. That he’s not Arthur’s son.” 

“But whose son is he, then?” said Hort, ignoring Agatha’s perplexed 
look. “The blood crystal told us Rhian and Japeth were the sons of Evelyn 
Sader and King Arthur. Rhian’s blood can’t lie. So what are we missing? 
Did Japeth say anything else? We couldn’t hear it all—” 

“Because you kept tilting the mirrorspell to Sophie,” Nicola scorched. 

“Mirrorspell?” Tedros asked, mystified. 

Hort sighed impatiently. “We saw the Lady of the Lake open her portal 
when the crystal ball shattered. The portal that let you into her secret haven. 
Before the portal closed, I mirrorspelled inside of it, like Hester taught us. 
That spell let us follow you, as if we were by your side. We watched 
everything: from when you went to your father’s grave to when you found 
the Wish Fish to when the sword announced the Tournament of Kings.” 

“Amazing we watched anything except Sophie’s face,” Nicola piled on. 

“Amazing you can’t give me credit for thinking of the spell in the first 
place,” Hort shot back. “I was trying to see what the Snake did to my 
friend. She’s possessed by a curse. I could see the Mistral Sisters 
controlling her when she attacked Agatha.” 

“I didn’t know the Mistral Sisters could use magic,” said Agatha, her 
heart settling down enough for her brain to catch up. She looked up at the 
weasel, his hair dyed blond, his skin pale, standing beside his girlfriend, her 
black curls dusted with snow. “They’ve never used magic before. If they 
could, wouldn’t they have been able to skip the dungeons when Tedros put 
them there?” 

“Can't use magic in Camelot’s dungeons,” Guinevere reminded, 
arriving with Tinkerbell on her shoulder, the fairy lighting up at the sight of 


Tedros. “Though I’ve known of the sisters for a long time and don’t 
remember them having powers either.” 

“How could they control Sophie, then?” Agatha pushed. 

“How could Arthur gift Tedros his ring so long after his death? How did 
he know Tedros would need it? How could Excalibur return to the stone 
after it was pulled?” the prince’s mother replied, bending down and 
touching the carved steel around her son’s finger. “From the outside, these 
things seem impossible. But magic has its own rules. Its own secrets. So if 
the three sisters are controlling Sophie, then we have to find what that 
secret is.” 

“I only saw two sisters,” said Hort. 

“Me too,” Nicola confirmed. 

“Third must be up to something,” Guinevere suspected. “The Mistral 
Sisters stick together unless there’s good reason.” 

Tinkerbell nuzzled Tedros lovingly, but he was focused on Agatha. 
“Sophie would have killed you,” he breathed, still haunted. “Nothing would 
have stopped her.” 

“Lucky the portal opened,” Agatha admitted, glancing at her friends. 
“Knew we could get back once we saw you.” 

Guinevere blanched. “You could see us? From Camelot?” 

“Why does it matter?” Agatha asked. 

Tedros’ mother stood up. “The Snake was inches from you. If you could 
see this place through the portal, then so could he. You heard him: 
tournament or no tournament, he wants you dead. We need to leave. 
Quickly.” 

“Won’t Camelot’s ring protect Tedros?” Hort asked. “Like it did back 
there? Snake would have killed him otherwise.” 

“You don’t think I can take that scum?” Tedros scorned. “That I need a 
ring’s protection?” 

“Um, that’s not what I was saying, but now that you’re asking .. . yes, 
Hort replied. 

“Whatever powers the ring has, the Wish Fish knew how to access it. 
We dont,” said Guinevere, moving towards the staircase. “But I wouldn’t 
put our faith in the ring. It’s surely bonded by the Storian, like all the other 
rings—and though we are the Pen’s last defenders, it cannot tilt the tale in 
our favor. That’s not how the Storian works. It’s why Japeth seeks to 


„ 


replace it with a Pen he can control. Besides, even if the ring could protect 
Tedros, it can’t protect Agatha or the rest of us.” 

“She’s right,” Tedros said tensely, pulling Agatha towards the stairs, 
Hort and Nicola scrambling behind them. 

As Tedros helped his princess up the steps, his father’s ring warm 
against her palm, Agatha glanced down one last time at the lake, the shores 
quiet and deserted, the waters dead calm. 

Then she saw her. 

The bald-headed silhouette beneath the glass of the water, watching as 
the intruders left her kingdom. The Lady of the Lake met Agatha’s gaze for 
a long moment, her black eyes wide and frozen . . . before she towed back 
under and disappeared. 

Agatha’s hand went cold in her prince’s. 

She’d never seen that emotion in the Lady’s face before. 

An emotion Agatha knew well. 

She was feeling it right now. 

Fear. 


“CAN’T THEY FLY faster?” Agatha whispered to Tedros, the two of them 
shrouded inside a fairy cocoon with Hort, Nicola, and Guinevere. 

Tinkerbell retorted with angry squeaks, the light of her wings dimmed 
like her fellow fairies’ to camouflage the cocoon against the night. 

“Tink says she let the fairies go feasting while she waited for us,” 
Tedros explained. “Only food in Avalon are those green apples. Must all be 
drunk on sugar.” 

The fairy hive stuttered away from Avalon’s gates, jostling their 
concealed passengers like cats in a barrel. 

All five members of the team had agreed that they should get far away 
from Avalon, though each person had competing ideas of where they should 
go next. 

“Living Library,” Tedros proposed. 

“In Pifflepaff Hills?” said Hort. “Cotton candy land?” 

“We can get answers there,” Tedros insisted, turning to Agatha. “The 
scroll that announced the tournament . . . We watched my father write it, 
remember? When we jumped into the crystal ball and went back in time. 
Dad was at his desk. He wrote two cards. One with my original coronation 


test. The second must have been the secret one! My second test! Which 
means—” 

“Wait. How did he know he’d need a second test?” Nicola interrupted. 
“How did he know you’d fail the first one?” 

“I had the same question,” Agatha mulled, eyeing Nicola. “Except... 
that line when he announced the tournament . . .” 

“The one that didn’t make sense?” Nic caught on. “‘The future I have 
seen has many possibilities .. .’” 

“Maybe he knew somehow,” Agatha guessed. “Maybe he knew all of 
this would happen.” 

“Arthur wasn’t a seer,” Guinevere dismissed. 

“Doesn’t take a seer to know you have a secret son snaking about,” Hort 
surmised. “Someone who might challenge your other son for your throne.” 

“But the Snake just said he isn’t Arthur’s son,” Nicola reminded. 

“Look, all that matters is Dad had that second card ready,” Tedros 
plowed on, trying to make his point. “The one with the tournament. We 
don’t know what the trials are yet, but the Living Library in Pifflepaff Hills 
has a whole archive about Dad’s history—his years at school, his training 
with Merlin, even his time with Sir Ector and Sir Kay, before he pulled the 
sword from the stone and became king. Dad kept the archive up to date, so 
Pd have a place to go if something happened to him. A place where I could 
still feel close to him . . . The library could give me clues to what the tests 
might be. So I can be ready for them. It’s as good a place as any to start.” 

“Too risky,” his mother countered. “The King of Pifflepaff Hills and his 
guards will be on Japeth’s side. And they keep the ancestry files in the 
Living Library well protected. Besides, if you have questions about your 
father, I’m as good a resource as any archive. Arthur confided in me.” 

“Was that before or after he put a death warrant on your head?” Tedros 
mumbled. 

“Enough, Tedros. I’m trying to keep you alive,” said Guinevere sternly. 
“If you don’t want me here, tell me and I’ll go.” 

“Your mother’s right,” said Agatha, touching her prince. “Library will 
be a death trap.” 

“So I’m still a fugitive, then,” Tedros blistered, pulling away. “Even 
after Excalibur went back into the stone. Even with Japeth’s crown 
disappearing. Even with Dad’s voice rising from the grave and telling 
people I have a claim to his throne.” Pink spots colored his cheeks. “Surely 


some kingdoms will question who the king is now? Surely some leaders 
will figure out he’s the Snake? Surely some will come to my side—” 

A blast of light scorched over the Savage Sea like a comet. 

Lionsmane’s new message lit up the sky. 

“Surely not,” Hort said. 

Agatha, too, had the same sinking feeling as she read the pen’s screed. 


Tedros thinks he can steal the crown. But the people know better. 
There is only one king. Your Rhian. The People’s King. Together, 
we will win the Tournament. For the Lion. For the Woods! 


“We ?” said Tedros. 

“He’s keeping the people on his side,” Agatha realized. “Before the 
tournament starts.” 

“People don’t decide the winner. It’s a race. Someone finishes first,” her 
prince dismissed. “That’s who Excalibur will crown.” 

“We don’t know the tests, Tedros,” said Agatha. “If the people are on 
his side, they might be able to help him with them. Then it’s not just you 
against Japeth. It’s you against the entire Woods.” 

“But that’s cheating!” Tedros said. “Excalibur won’t crown a cheater!” 

“Tt did once before,” his princess pointed out. 

Tedros glared up at the Snake’s screed. “So I could play these tests 
honest and fair and act the king. . . and still lose my head.” 

“Japeth might have the Woods, but you have us. Your family. Your 
friends. People with real loyalty to you,” Agatha encouraged. “We’ll find a 
way to win.” 

“We just have to keep you safe until you do,” Nicola said to Tedros. 
“Tournament or no tournament, the Snake’s coming for your head.” 

“So many ways to lose a head,” Hort quipped. 

Tinkerbell bit him. 

“Good girl, Tink,” said Tedros. 

With the prince’s safety in mind, the weasel proposed returning to 
Gnomeland’s underground hideout— 

“— where we will have to stay forever, because the Snake’s scims will 
track us like last time and surround the stump over Gnomeland until we 
come out,” said Nicola. 


“Must you poo on every one of my ideas?” Hort harrumphed. “What’s 
your idea?” 

“To go back to the School for Good and Evil, where we can join the 
students and teachers and at least have the semblance of a defense,” his 
girlfriend replied. 

“No,” Agatha rejected. “First place Japeth’s men will look. And this 
time, there’s no Sheriff or enchanted sack to save us.” 

A sharp rumble thundered behind them — 

Between the lattice of fairies, she watched a cavalry of twenty horses, 
mounted with armed guards, streak across the snow towards Avalon’s gates. 

The sugar-drunk fairies sprung alert, flying higher and smoother, their 
wings going dark to conceal their passengers. 

“Few more minutes and we’d have been dead,” Tedros breathed. 

Agatha felt no relief. Japeth’s men were already on the hunt. Which 
meant Tedros didn’t just have to win three tests against an insidious Snake. 
He had to survive long enough to finish them. Her heart seized tighter. If 
only she could do the tests instead of him . . . if only she could protect him 

She squashed the thought. 

Hadn’t she learned her lesson about hijacking his battles? 

These were his tests. Not hers. 

Tedros needs a princess, she told herself. A sentinel at his side. Not a 
nag or a worrywart or a second-guesser. Besides, there were signs it could 
all end well. They were alive, for one thing. They were still together. And 
Sophie’s wedding to the Snake hadn’t been sealed, their rings disappearing 
before she was his queen. And somewhere out there, the rest of their friends 
—the witches, Beatrix, Kiko, Willam, Bogden, and others— were hopefully 
alive too. Tedros still had a chance. Agatha had to let his fate unfold the 
way it was supposed to. She had to let her prince become a king. 

Giving Tedros full command, though, would have to wait. They 
wouldn’t be going to the Living Library like he wanted. Far too dangerous, 
she insisted. Instead, it was her plan that won out: to fly to Sherwood 
Forest, the densest part of the Endless Woods, enchanted by magic and 
impervious to the Snake, his men, or his scims. They could camp there until 
the first test was revealed, though Agatha hadn’t the slightest clue how that 
would happen. (Would Arthur’s voice boom from the sky again? How do 
you win a race if you don’t know when it starts?) All they could do for now 


was wait, and Robin Hood’s lair was the best place to do it. Plus, they’d be 
able to reunite with Robin, their last possible protector, since Lancelot and 
the Sheriff were dead, along with Agatha’s mother and Professor Sader, 
Dovey and Lesso too, while Merlin had yet to resurface. Adults didn’t fare 
well in her fairy tale, Agatha thought grimly, glancing at Guinevere, one of 
the few left, nestled against her son as the fairies flew them over Foxwood. 
And yet Guinevere didn’t quite seem like an adult. To Agatha, she was less 
sturdy somehow, more precarious, as if all those years with Lance in 
paradise had left the once-queen unprepared for real life. 

“Sorry about pooing on your ideas,” Agatha heard Nicola whisper to 
Hort. “It's just... once you saw Sophie in the mirrorspell, you got all lit up. 
And you never look that way with me.” 

“Sophie doesn’t want me,” Hort chortled, then saw his girlfriend’s face. 
“No, I don’t mean it like that. I’m abysmal with words. It’s why I made a 
crap History professor at school. How ’bout this: when the Snake has you in 
a wedding dress and under some terrible spell, Pll get lit up too.” He 
winked at Nic. 

“You really are abysmal with words,” she laughed. 

“With everything, really,” said Hort, kissing her. 


Agatha couldn't help but smile... . then noticed Guinevere gazing at 
her. 

“What is it?” Agatha asked. 

“Pm just thinking . . . Arthur gave Tedros his ring. Arthur had his 


second will ready. Arthur wants Tedros to win. So why have this 
tournament at all?” said the old queen. “Why not just tell the people Tedros 
is the heir?” 

“Because the people wouldn’t believe him,” spoke Tedros quietly. 
“They know I failed as king the first time. They know Excalibur rejected 
me for a reason.” 

“They only know what they’ve seen,” said Agatha. 

Her prince looked up at her. 

“I know who you are,” Agatha expressed. “All of us do. But you're 
right: the people don’t. The people never got to know the real Tedros the 
first time you wore the crown. You were too preoccupied trying to hold on 
to your place as king to actually stand up and be the king. This time is 
different. There is a Snake on your throne posing as the Lion and you need 
to save your people from him. Only the true king can make it through that 


kind of trial. Only the true king can prove he is the real Lion, with 
everything against him. This is your second chance, Tedros. Excalibur is 
back in the stone. But the sword can’t choose you until you’ve passed your 
father’s test. All of his tests.” 

Tedros gazed deep and hard into his true love’s eyes. 

“And even then Excalibur might not choose you,” Nicola pointed out. 
“The Snake could win the race. And, even if he doesn’t, Rhian likely pulled 
Excalibur the first time because he and his brother tricked it. Same trick that 
made the Lady of the Lake kiss Japeth, thinking he was king. How do we 
know Japeth can’t trick it again? In which case, the sword will never pick 
you.” 

“Thanks for that,” Tedros grunted, glancing at Hort. “Your dates must 
be loads of fun.” 

“Tt’s not like you’re marrying Miss Sunshine, either,” Hort pipped. 

The fairy ball lurched and Tinkerbell flung back a hissy squeak. 

“Stay still, she says,” Tedros whispered, looking down. “Foxwood 
hawks. Royal collars. Must be on king’s business.” 

Carefully the fairy hive floated upwards, while Agatha watched a gang 
of hawks, fitted with red-and-gold neck cuffs, surf low over the Foxwood 
vales below. They scanned the houses, until their leader gave a winged 
signal and the hawks dove, ripping through an open window and 
interrupting a young fairy godmother at work peering into her crystal ball, 
before the birds swiped the ball from her. The hawks flew to a forest a few 
miles ahead, where they dumped the ball into a mound of others, birds 
arriving with various royal collars and dropping more orbs into the pile, as 
guards in Camelot armor bashed the crystals to pieces with clubs and 
melted down the shards. 

“Only one reason Japeth would be destroying crystal balls,” Nicola said 
to Agatha once they were safely hidden in clouds. “That history you 
witnessed in Rhian’s blood crystal. About Arthur and Evelyn Sader. Clearly 
Japeth doesn’t want you to see anything else.” 

Tedros bit down. “The way he grinned at me. The way he said it... ‘I 
know.’ He got away with making us think he’s my brother. Making us think 
he’s my dad’s son.” 

“But he has to be Arthur’s son. The blood crystal couldn t have lied,” 
said Agatha. “I was inside Rhian’s blood. His real past. I saw Evelyn Sader 
put the spansel around Arthur’s neck while he slept. She enchanted him to 


have his child. From what I saw, Arthur was Rhian’s father. Evelyn Sader 
was Rhian’s mother.” 

“And yet Japeth just told us that Arthur isn’t his father,” said Nicola. 
“And Arthur giving Tedros his ring proves it. Camelot’s ring can only go to 
the heir.” 

“Maybe Arthur ignored that rule,” Hort offered. “Knowing Evelyn had 
tricked him, I mean. Maybe he skipped the real heir and gave the ring to the 
heir he wanted.” 

“No,” said Tedros and Guinevere together, trading looks. 

“Tt’s the law of the Woods,” the prince added. “Dad would never flout 
that, no matter the circumstances.” 

“So we’re back where we started,” Agatha muttered. “Rhian’s blood 
says Japeth and Rhian are the sons of Arthur and Evelyn Sader. All other 
evidence says they aren’t. We still have no idea who the Snake is.” 

“Hmm, could Rhian have one set of parents and Japeth have another?” 
Hort asked. 

“They’re twins!” Tedros barked, expecting the others to scoff too, but 
Agatha was thinking about this, and so, it seemed, was Nicola, who was 
gazing right at the princess, having clearly remembered all the details of 
The Tale of Sophie and Agatha. Twins could have very strange histories, 
indeed . . . no stranger than the history of Agatha and her best friend .... 

“Maybe the answer has something to do with Sophie,” Agatha 
wondered, thinking of that friend now. “It’s her blood that healed the Snake. 
And it’s Sophie he needs as queen. Why her? What’s special about her 
blood? Why does Japeth need Sophie to become king?” 

“You’re the Sophie expert,” said Tedros. 

Agatha sighed. “Wish we had the witches here. They know magic better 
than any of us.” 

“The witches are better off looking for Merlin,” said Guinevere. “If 
Merlin hasn’t been killed already. Or used his Wizard Wish.” 

“Wizard Wish?” Agatha asked. 

“A single wish every wizard keeps tucked away where only they can 
find it,” said the old queen. “A wish that can be made for anything, as long 
as it’s said out loud, but usually saved by a wizard to choose the precise 
moment of his death.” 

“Merlin’s been threatening to use it since I was a kid,” Tedros 
murmured. “Any time I had a tantrum: ‘Don’t make me use my Wizard 


Wish, boy!’” 

Guinevere looked at her son. “Let’s hope the witches find Merlin alive.” 

“And in time to help me with my first test, whatever it is,” said Tedros. 

“Maybe it’ll be something stacked in your favor,” said Hort. “If it was 
my dad, he’d make the first test something I’d do well. Like picking locks. 
Or spying on girls.” (Nicola frowned.) 

“Dad kept a lot of secrets from me,” said Tedros, shifting. “Not sure 
how well we really knew each other.” 

Agatha waited for Tedros to elaborate, but he put his head between his 
knees and curled up tighter. Guinevere peered at Agatha expectantly, as if 
hoping his princess might press the point . . . but Agatha let Tedros be, 
thinking about how she herself never knew her own father, even if he was 
there all along. 

But there was no more time to think. The fairies were starting to 
descend. 

They’d made it to Sherwood Forest. 


AT TEDROS’ INSISTENCE, the fairies had landed them near Beauty and the 
Feast. 

“Tt must be six in the moming. Won’t be anyone there. Even if there 
was, they’re not going to let us in like this,” Agatha said, surveying the 
group’s slovenly appearance, as they slid between tight-packed trees. 

“They can give us food in a bag for all I care,” said Tedros, combing a 
hand through his thick gold hair. “But I need to eat.” 

Agatha had learned not to argue with a hungry boy, letting Tedros lead 
the group towards the dark green cottage hidden in the thicket ahead. She 
smelled the hot dew of dawn, the sweet scent of leaves brushing her 
neck . . . then realized it was her prince, slipping his hand around her waist 
and planting a sly kiss on her cheek. 

“I love you,” he whispered. 

She peeked back and saw his ravenous pace had left the others behind. 
Raising her eyes to his, Agatha let Tedros pull her to his chest as he kissed 
her, his warm, minty taste filling her mouth. He pulled her behind a tree. 

“I promise you,” he whispered, his blue eyes afire. “We will be married. 
You will be my queen, Agatha. Because you deserve a happy ending. And I 
will find a way to get us there. Trust me. That’s all I ask. I need you to trust 


„ 


me. 


Agatha had lost her breath, taken by the heat of his gaze, a passion 
she’d never seen in him before. 

“You must be very hungry,” she said, kissing him again. 

Tedros guided her out from behind the tree, just in time to join the 
others. 

Agatha was still tasting Tedros, her skin hot, her hair amess... For a 
second, she’d forgotten why they were here. She’d forgotten a monster had 
stolen her best friend and was trying to kill them. All she could think about 
was the look in her prince’s eyes. 

The sound of loud banging broke her trance. Tedros and Hort pummeled 
the door of a green bungalow with a terra-cotta rooftop, the two boys 
practically drooling. Agatha expected the door to fly open and Masha 
Mahaprada, the Master of Dining, to appear in a storm of gold feathers and 
give them each a slap. 

Instead, the door popped open. 

The prince pushed in, the group crowding behind him. “Let me do the 
talking—” 

Agatha stopped cold. So did the rest of them. 

The ballroom of Beauty and the Feast, once glittering with magical 
chandeliers, peacock-feather tablecloths, singing hummingbirds, and 
spreads of golden-goose egg fondue, fairy-churned butterbread, and 
chocolate waterfalls . .. was now completely hollowed out. 

“Out of business, loves,” said a voice from the corner. 

Agatha turned to a matronly fox in a white apron, sweeping the floor, 
two baby foxes clinging to her. 

“Impossible,” Guinevere spurned. “How can the most famous restaurant 
in all the Woods be out of business?” 

“No one comin’ to Sherwood Forest anymore, love, that’s how,” the fox 
replied, going on with her sweeping. “Not since Robin Hood teamed up 
with the Sheriff. Everyone afraid Sheriff’s gonna come and make ’em pay 
the piper. Why’d you think they loved Robin ’round these parts? Long as 
Robin and the Sheriff were at odds, no one here paid their taxes, did they? 
Been goin’ on for years. Hoity-toity types takin’ shelter in the Forest. 
There’s a reason the last line of Beauty and the Feast’s song was ‘Always 
pay in cash’ .. .” The fox chuckled. “Moment Masha heard Sheriff might 
be in cahoots with Robin, he whisked elsewhere, along with everyone else. 
Not payin’ taxes ain’t the only sneak happenin’ in Sherwood, if you know 


what I mean. Had to stay meself ’cause of the pups. Can't be movin’ ’em 
til they’re older. Suppose I could rustle up somethin’ for you lot if you're 
desperate?” She looked up— 

But there wasn’t anyone there. 


“NEED TO GET to Robin,” Agatha insisted, Tedros jogging at her side, the 
two of them clearing low branches. 

“No wonder we haven’t seen any people,” said her prince. 

“The place was a den of vice. Robin’s job was to keep the Sheriff 
away,” his mother added, catching up. “Arthur came here too. Mostly right 
after he was crowned, to escape the pressure. That’s how he and Robin 
became friends. Whole forest was a sinful hideaway, where people could do 
as they liked. Even the King of Camelot.” 

“What happens in Sherwood stays in Sherwood,” said Hort. 

“Until the Sheriff comes. Then no one stays in Sherwood at all,” said 
Nicola. 

Agatha bit down. “There’s a Snake ruling the Woods and all people care 
about is their taxes?” 

Tedros gripped her wrist, stalling in his tracks. 

Agatha followed his stare. 

The treehouses were torn down. Robin and his Merry Men’s homes, all 
bashed to filth and strewn to the ground, the paper lanterns that once 
connected their rogue village ripped apart too, the pieces floating in the 
morning light like confetti. 

Agatha found a handwritten poster tacked to a tree: 


WANTED 
ROBIN HOOD 
DEAD OR ALIVE 
BY THE PEOPLE 


For ruining their fun! 


Agatha pivoted to the others. “Marian’s Arrow. Now.” 

By the time they made it to the clearing, Agatha’s heart was in her 
throat. 

Then came the smell. 


A putrid scent of rotten eggs and dung that made them hold their noses 
and gulp for breath. 

Marian’s Arrow had been pelted with refuse, the familiar painting of a 
young Robin Hood kissing Maid Marian on its outside wall now vandalized 
to have Robin Hood kissing the Sheriff instead. The motto of the place 
— “Leave All Ye Troubles Behind”—had been scrawled over to read: 


YOU ARE OUR TROUBLES 
More graffiti littered the door. 
SHERIFF LOVER 
ROBIN OF NOTTINGHAM 
MERRY TRAITORS 


Fists clenched, stifling her breath, Agatha pried the door open. A 
charred, acid smell overwhelmed her, instantly making her eyes water. She 
heard Hort and Nicola coughing, their footsteps hugging hers as they made 
their way into Robin Hood’s late-night haunt, now burned to ash. Agatha lit 
her fingerglow, Hort’s sapphire glow and Nicola’s soft-yellow beaming 
around hers, illuminating blackened table stumps and toasted fragments of 
chairs. Shattered beer mugs and plates crunched under their shoes, chunks 
of a chalkboard hawking daily specials—the Blue Plate Robin, Marian’s 
Mead— 

“Wait... ,” said Nicola. 

Agatha followed her glow to a singed countertop, where Maid Marian 
used to tend bar. Only there was something embedded in the ash... 
something that made a pit in Agatha’s stomach... 

A feather. 

A green feather. 

Agatha’s knees buckled. 

“He’s dead, isn’t he?” said Hort quietly. 

Agatha’s shaking fingers touched the feather, thinking of the man who’d 
sacrificed his friends, his home, his life to help her. Not Robin, too. Another 
grown-up cut down by her fairy tale. Another one killed because they’d 


taken her side. Agatha held the feather closer. Would Readers come to know 
the real Robin Hood? Would the Storian survive to tell the tru— 
Robin’s feather shimmered. 


Something slipped off it. 
A green powder that sprinkled onto the countertop, rearranging into a 


pattern in the ash. 





The crest seeped into the cinders and vanished. 

Agatha gaped at the scorched bar. 

Did that happen? 

Am I imagining things? 

Pitter-patter echoed on the roof. Plip. Plip. Plip. A dance of rain, a 
storm blowing in. 

Agatha was still staring at the bar, trying to remember the details of the 
message Robin left behind— 

Then she heard it. Under the rain. 

The sharp rustling from the back of the pub. 

A closet door vibrating . . . shaking. 

“Not opening that,” Hort said. 

Nicola didn’t hesitate. She stepped in front of Hort, sucked in a nervous 
breath, and threw the door open— 


“Holy hell,” Hort blurted. 

Inside the closet were three of Robin Hood’s Merry Men, bound with 
rope and gagged with napkins, their faces and chests painted with red, 
raging words. 


SHERIFF MEN 


Instantly, Hort and Nicola were on them, untying their ropes, yanking 
out their gags, helping them to their feet. 

Agatha’s neck seared red, anger seizing her like a collar. Merry Men, 
hog-tied like pigs? Merry Men, once the heroes of this place? All because 
people wanted Robin and the Sheriff to stay enemies so they could hoard 
more money? Once Tedros was king, she’d find those responsible and 
punish them — 

Tedros. 

“Where’s Tedros?” she breathed. 

Her prince and his mother had never entered the bar. 

Panic ripped through her. Through the cracked-open door, Agatha 
caught a glimpse of movement outside: falling slashes of white . . . like 
stones... Or arrows... 

Plip. Plip. Plip. 

It wasn’t rain. 

She threw aside a crumbling chair, running so hard she lost a clump, 
and crashed against the front door, sliding outside into the dirt. “Tedros!” 

He was there. 

Exactly where she’d left him. 

Standing beneath the trees with his mother. 

Surrounded by thousands and thousands of scrolls, blanketing the forest. 

Each was identical: a single sheet of parchment, tied with a silver string, 
stamped with the seal of a Lion. 

King Arthur’s seal. 

Agatha looked up as more scrolls snowed from the sky, whiting out the 
floor of Sherwood Forest, catching in its trees, the magical storm extending 
beyond the wood, through the pink-and-gold sky, to kingdoms near and far. 

Slowly, she looked back at Tedros, her eyes wide. 

Then she saw the opened scroll in his palm, limp at his side, his fingers 
specked with wax from his father’s seal. 


Tedros blinked at her, ghost-pale. 
“Looks like we found my first test.” 


SOPHIE 
Good Little Girl 


Excalibur 

That was its name, Sophie thought, gazing at the sword hilt rising out of 
the mountain of scrolls that swathed the garden. 

They’d fallen from the sky at dawn, waking Sophie with their plip-plop 
into the flowers. She heard a boy’s voice from the garden, a spew of shouts. 
By the time she’d run to the window, hair a mess, last night’s makeup 
smudged, the snow had abated, a few last scrolls drifting into the sea of 
thousands more, reaching far beyond the castle, past the church and stables, 
to the hills of Camelot. 





Sophie’s eyes stayed on the sword, glinting in the scroll-covered stone. 
She could hardly remember anything that happened last night, her brain 
foggier than ever... but she knew a few things for sure. 

I’m not married. 

Scrolls should not fall from the sky. 

The sword’s name is Excalibur. 

A headache attacked her as if trying to erase these facts, as if 
determined to clear the slate again, her mind squeezing from both sides like 
avise... 

But Sophie was on to the pain now. There was a crack in it. Things had 
slipped through. 

I’m not married. 

Scrolls should not fall from the sky. 

The sword’s name is Excalibur. 

Sophie peered closer at the sword. 

Maids shuffled into the garden, marched there by guards. Armed with 
brooms and buckets, the women in white dresses and bonnets swept the 
scrolls away, the guards watching them stony-eyed. “King wants every last 
scrap gone,” growled one. “Don’t want the princess seein’ ’em.” 

Sophie could feel her gaze hardening, overriding the fog of her mind. 

What doesn t he want me to see? 

The king had ordered her to stay in her chamber and locked her door. 
She knew not to disobey him. Until now, her body didn’t even know how. 


But then the snow happened. 

Something had changed. 

Her chest thumped faster, hotter. 

I’m not married. 

Scrolls should not fall from the sky. 

The sword’s name is Excalibur. 

Pain bashed her like a hammer, but Sophie was already moving for the 
door. 

She needed to escape this room. 

She needed to find out what the king was hiding. 

Her finger glowed pink, aimed at the lock. 

She needed to know what was in that scroll. 


WITH THE GUARDS supervising the maids, Sophie slipped through the hall 
undetected, ignoring the stabbing in her head getting worse with every step. 
Her blood slapped so sharply at her temples that she nearly missed the 
voices, coming from the Blue Tower foyer below. Sophie peeked through 
the railing. 

“I have an appointment with her,” said a woman with braided 
butterscotch hair, thin eyebrows, and stern brown eyes. She wore a cream- 
colored dress, a crystal tiara, and carried a pearly clamshell purse. “And 
seeing that I’ve come here at your demand, on a moment’s notice, to help 
you win your first test, I expect that appointment to be honored—” 

“Princess Sophie is ill,” said a tan boy, standing at the open door, where 
outside, that sullen Kei was saddling two horses. Inside, the tan boy glared 
harder at the woman as he fit a riding coat over his blue-and-gold suit. “Did 
you bring what I asked for?” 

My prince, Sophie recognized, with a swell of love. My king. 

And yet the king had no crown. 

A vague memory snaked through her: crowns vanishing . . . a wedding 
incomplete ... a dagger of ice in her fist... 

She looked down at her hand, no ring on her finger. 

What happened last night? 

She peered closer at her beloved, taking in the alien green of his eyes, 
the color not quite real . . . the serpentine lankness of his body... . the milk- 
white rim around his ear, as if his tan had missed a spot... 

That unsettled feeling deepened inside her... 


Something in the king’s eyes flickered. He glanced up to the second 
floor. Sophie ducked, a new pain shearing her head, pushing her backwards, 
as if hell-bent on returning her to her room. Suddenly she couldn’t 
remember why she’d left her room to begin with. She couldn’t remember 
why she had this anxious feeling or what she was doing hiding under a rail. 
But she stayed in place, trusting the moment. Trusting whatever had 
brought her here. 

Slowly she peeked back out. 

“The people are in shock, of course,” the woman was saying to the king. 
“Excalibur returning to the stone. Arthur’s voice from beyond the grave. A 
tournament to decide the king when they thought they already had one... 
But the Woods is on your side. For now. Betting has Tedros at 100 to 1 
odds.” 

“Too generous,” the king sniped. 

“Tedros has his defenders. And many more who are seeing him in a new 
light,” the woman observed. “They wonder if he is the true king that Arthur 
spoke of. The Lion instead of the Snake you make him out to be. My advice 
to you: win the first test quickly. Because if Tedros wins the first test . . .” 
Her eyes drilled into the king’s. “Then people will really start to wonder.” 

“Which is why you’re here to help me,” the king said icily. He held out 
his palm. “Give it to me.” 

“Princess Sophie looked well enough last night,” the woman replied, 
ignoring the king’s outstretched hand. “Unless she too is disturbed by the 
vanishing of your crown. Unless she questions how Tedros has Camelot’s 
ring instead of its king. Unless she wonders why Arthur’s ghost would 
declare a tournament when his heir already sits on the throne. Perhaps the 
sum of it left her feeling queasy. Like it has me.” 

“Sophie’s not seeing visitors,” said the king. 

“Sophie’s the one who requested a meeting,” the woman answered. 

“Impossible,” said the king. 

“Why’s that?” his guest asked. “Is it impossible your queen would reach 
out to a fellow queen? Is it impossible she wants to control her own life?” 

“Give itto me, Jacinda.” 

“Queen Jacinda to you,” the woman parried. “I think it perfectly fitting 
that the Queens of Camelot and Jaunt Jolie be friends. That’s a queen’s job: 
diplomacy. I myself had meetings this morning with leaders from the 
Kingdom Council, whose realms were blizzarded by scrolls with Arthur’s 


first test. Naturally, the other leaders still favor you in the tournament over 
Tedros, given you saved their kingdoms from attacks.” She smiled. “Too 
bad they’re not the ones who crown the winner.” 

“I'm leaving for Putsi,” the king intoned. “Did you bring it or not?” 

“Will Sophie meet with me or not?” the woman returned. “Just a 
meeting, King Rhian. That’s all.” 

The boy’s eyes cut into her. 

Rhian, Sophie thought. That’s his name. Rhian. My king. 

As for the Queen of Jaunt Jolie, Sophie couldn’t remember her in the 
slightest. She certainly didn’t recall making an appointment. Nor did she 
recognize much of what this woman had said to the king: Arthur? Tedros? 
Tournament of Kings? None of it penetrated the pain in her head, worsening 
by the second. Everything she’d gleaned had slithered back into its cracks. 

“So much for diplomacy,” the queen sighed, relenting under Rhian’s 
glare. “I will help you with the first test, King Rhian. For the same reason I 
agreed to burn my ring. Because you saved my children from being hanged 
by the Snake. But the debt is repaid now. After this, you cannot lord 
yourself over me anymore. Understood?” 

She snapped open her purse roughly, thrusting a hand in. The queen 
drew out a spotted black-and-white key that seemed to quiver in her palm 
like a newborn pup. Sophie squinted closer at it through the rail. The key 
was made of... fur. 

Rhian seized it, pocketing the key into his coat. “We can reschedule 
your appointment with Sophie. Once Tedros is dead and you’re feeling less 
queasy about my place on the throne.” He guided the queen towards the 
door. She pulled from Rhian stiffly, closing her purse— 

That’s when Sophie noticed it. 

The scroll inside the queen’s bag. 

Sophie homed onto it, a moth to a flame. 

Scrolls should not fall from the sky. 

Scrolls should not fall from the sky. 

Scrolls should not fall from the sky. 

The pair were almost through the door— 

“Jacinda! Sweetie, darling!” 

Queen and king froze. Both looked up at the bedraggled girl in her 
nightgown. 


“My apologies, Jacinda. I was feeling quite poorly this morning, but I’m 
turned around now,” Sophie chimed, forcing words through the pain. “Shall 
we keep our appointment? The king will be relieved I’m well enough to sit 
with you. Won’t you, pumpkin?” 

Sophie smiled down at Rhian, her hair like a wild animal’s, her lipstick 
smeared like a clown’s. 

The king gave her a stare so cold she thought he’d turned to stone. 


SOPHIE BET THAT whatever business lay in Putsi was too important for the 
king to be waylaid by his princess’s sudden appearance. She’d bet well, the 
king having ridden off with his captain as planned, unable to supervise her 
meeting with Jaunt Jolie’s queen. 

What she hadn’t accounted for was that he’d leave someone to 
supervise her in his place. 

Now, as she cozied up to Jacinda in a Blue Tower sitting room, laid out 
with ginger tea and pastries, she endured the watchful eyes of the Mistral 
Sisters, seated on couches in the corner, notepads and pens in hand. 

“Would you prefer to speak . . . privately?” the Queen of Jaunt Jolie 
asked Sophie, who’d cleaned herself up, her white dress reshaped to its 
prim, ruffled form. “Perhaps we can meet in your chambers—” 

“This is a scheduled meeting between dignitaries, is it not?” said Alpa 
from the corner. 

“And all scheduled meetings must be recorded,’ Omeida added. 
“Besides, there’s been mischief in the castle of late. A precious map burned 
to ash. An intruder at the press gathering. We have to keep our eye on 
everyone. Queens included.” 

The Queen of Jaunt Jolie turned to them. “When King Rhian pursued 
the powers of the One True King, I believed he had noble intentions. Now 
that I know it’s the Mistral Sisters advising him, I’m relieved that pursuit 
came to naught.” 

“Still holding grudges, are you?” cooed Alpa. 

“All because Arthur wouldn’t betroth your eldest to his son,” said 
Omeida. 

“You took advantage of Arthur when he was grief-stricken and alone. 
You isolated him and poisoned his mind. You made him believe he was the 
One True King,” the queen shot back. “Suddenly, he wouldn’t let Tedros 
and my Betty have their usual playdates. He wouldn’t meet with me or any 


other leaders. Arthur lost respect in the last months of his life because of 
you. Which is why no one trusts you.” 

“Until now,” said Alpa, with a thin smile. “Seems like we found the 
One True King after all.” 

“And yet there’s one ring still left,” the queen replied. “Worn by a son 
of Arthur who reminds me more of the Arthur I knew than the one you 
currently advise. If there is such a thing as the One True King, perhaps it’s 
Tedros.” 

Alpa’s face darkened. “We’ll let King Rhian know the next time your 
children are in danger, he should leave them to their fate.” 

For the first time, the queen looked shaken. 

Sophie hadn’t the faintest clue what they were prattling on about. All 
she knew was she needed that scroll in the queen’s bag. Everything else had 
sloughed away in the pounding thud of her head. Indeed, she’d almost 
forgotten who the woman seated in front of her was. 

The scroll, she reminded herself, clawing the thought back from the 
brink. I need that scroll. 

But new thoughts were coming, thoughts not hers, pushing words onto 
her tongue. Behind the queen, Sophie could see the Mistrals, subtly moving 
their hands over their notebooks . . . 

“What did you want to discuss?” Sophie asked Jacinda, pouring tea into 
the queen’s cup. 

Her brain felt like it was axed in two: one part ramming words and 
actions through her body; the other trying to hold on to the reason she was 
here. 

The scroll. 

She started losing the thought... 

What scroll? 

More words flooded through, the pain in her head evaporating, 
everything running smooth as milk. 

“How is your eldest daughter?” Sophie said, confident and controlled, 
the way she’d been when she briefed the press. “I wish she and I could have 
had a chance to be friends at school.” 

“Betty wasn’t taken,” Jacinda replied bitterly. “Another from Jaunt Jolie 
was kidnapped instead. This stultifying Beatrix girl who kept trying to be 
Betty’s friend, hoping it would ingratiate her in royal circles. But it’s all 


worked out in the end. Betty doesn’t need that school or the Storian. She’s 
found her own way to tell tales .. .” 

“Aren’t you glad you burned your ring, then? If Betty doesn't need the 
school or Storian, the rest of the Woods shouldn’t either,” quipped Sophie 
brightly, without a clue what she was saying. 

The queen searched Sophie's face. “Something's not right with you,” 
she said quietly. “Tell me what's going on. Even if those two witches are 
listening. I’ll take you to Jaunt Jolie. My Knights of the Eleven are fierce 
warriors and will keep you safe. And I have the ear of other leaders, Good 
and Evil. I have the power to protect you, Sophie.” 

Jacinda looked back at the Mistral Sisters, as if expecting them to revolt 
or attack, but Alpa and Omeida said nothing, their hands fidgeting over 
their notebooks. 

“Would you like a rum baba?” Sophie offered, on cue, holding out a 
cream-topped cake. “The new chef here is marvelous.” 

“Didn’t know you were one to eat pastries,” the queen said tartly. “And 
it looks soggy and ill-made.” Jacinda locked eyes with Sophie. “I saw you 
at Tedros’ execution. I saw you and your Dean. I know whose side you're 
really on.” 

Sophie’s mind went stiff, the script aborted. 

Behind the queen, the Mistral Sisters mirrored her pause. 

“Me and the Dean?” Sophie asked, using her own words now. “Which 
Dean? What execution? I’m sorry . . . I don’t know what you're talking 
about...” 

The queen stared into the void of her gaze. “What's happened to you?” 
she whispered, clasping Sophie’s wrist. “Why are you here instead of with 
Agatha?” 

The warmth of touch. 

The comfort of skin. 

The sound of a name. 

Agatha. 

It slashed through the fog of Sophie’s mind like a lightning bolt to a 
lake. 

Scrolls should not fall from the sky. 

Scrolls should not fall from the sky. 

Scrolls should not fall from the sky. 


She saw the Mistral Sisters’ hands moving again, their faces tight, but 
Sophie was already short-circuiting the script. 

“I'm feeling a bit ill,” said Sophie, standing up — 

As she did, she knocked over the queen’s purse, which fell to the floor. 
“Oopsy,” said Sophie, reaching for it, only to punt it farther under the 
couch. 

“Let me—” the queen started. 

“Pve got it,” said Sophie, already on her knees, reaching beneath the 
couch. “I certainly gave it a good kick... oh, here it is. . .” She stood and 
handed the purse back to the queen. “My advisors will see you out.” Sophie 
smiled at the Mistral Sisters, who looked more at ease now, as if Sophie had 
steered things back on track. 

Jaunt Jolie’s queen studied Sophie one last time. “I wish... .” She shook 
her head, trying to finish the thought 

Sophie kissed her on the cheek. “Thank you,” she whispered. 

Then before anyone could say another word, the princess ushered 
herself back to her chambers, like a good little girl. 





SOMETHING WAS INSIDE her head. 

Something was controlling this pain. 

Sophie had figured it out while sitting with the queen. First, there were 
those sisters, pretending to take notes. But every time they moved their 
hands, she lost control, someone else’s words coming out of her mouth, 
someone else’s thoughts usurping her mind. And if she tried to reclaim her 
thoughts, to think for herself, the pain came to hurt her. 

Yet the pain attacked even when the Mistrals weren't there. She could 
feel it now, slithering around her mind, waiting to strike. 

Which meant the Mistrals might be able to control the pain... 

But they weren’t its source. 

The source was her head. Inside her head. 

She didn’t yet know what was causing this pain, exactly. But she knew 
how to keep it at bay... 

Dont think. 

So rather than thinking about the scroll in her fist, Sophie focused on 
the sounds of her feet: plip, plop, plip, plop, like the patter of rain, pulling 
her towards her chamber. Her white dress itched at her skin, surely 


suspecting something, but the dress stopped short of anything more as she 
slipped into her sun-drenched room and closed the door. 

Quickly she tried to lock it, but the latch was broken. Her fault, of 
course. She’d burned through it to leave this room. Already her head was 
starting to throb harder, sensing mischief afoot. 

She could hear footsteps coming down the hall. 

Voices growing closer. 

But then something strange happened. 

A ribbon of white lace fluttered off her dress, fully alive. For a moment, 
Sophie thought it might attack her: this dress, which had a mind of its own. 
Instead, it slid through the broken lock and morphed into a white-stone bolt, 
jamming the door. 

There was no time to think about why the dress was helping her. 

The pain was already coming like an alarm. 

Sophie flung open her fist, yanking the crumpled scroll out and matting 
it against a mirror on the wall, the bold, black ink slick in the sunlight— 


So it begins, the first test arrives 
Two kings race to stay alive 


For a king cannot rule if he is dead 
Or lead a kingdom without his head 


But once upon a time, a man came to my court 
Who gave up his head, just for sport 


He wanted one thing, this headless knave 
Tried to claim it and dug his grave 


What did he want? Only my true heir will know 
Now go and find it, where wizard trees grow! 


Sophie couldn’t make any sense of it, not with her head about to pop 
like a balloon. Headless knights .. . wizard trees . . . ? The pain intensified, 
about to rip open her brain. She shoved the scroll into her pocket. It had to 
mean something. Something the pain didn’t want her to figure out— 

Loud knocks attacked the door. 

“Sophie!” Alpa said. 


Hands jostled the lock, blocked by the ribbon of stone. 

“Don’t do anything stupid!” Omeida harassed. “The king will know! 
He’ll see you! Wherever he is, he’ll come back and punish you!” 

Sophie stared at the door, pain blotting out all thoughts but one. 

“See” me? 

Fists pummeled harder, but the stone held tight. 

“Open this door!” Alpa demanded. 

How can the king see me if he isn’t here? Sophie thought. Unless... 

She peered at the scroll’s poem, flattened against the mirror. 

Then, slowly, her gaze shifted to her reflection. 

She heard guards coming now, the sisters ordering them to bash down 
the door... . but Sophie was lost in her own eyes, studying her electric- 
green irises and big black pupils, the pain cleaving through her head, harder, 
angrier, as if it knew she was getting close. She couldn’t breathe, her mind 
impaled from every direction, her vision dotting with lights, her body 
seconds from passing out. But Sophie didn’t yield, glaring into the gems of 
her eyes, mining deeper, deeper, searching the darkness and light for 
something that wasn’t hers . . . until at last she found them. 

Hiding like two snakes in a hole. 

Guards bludgeoned the door with axes and clubs, the wood splintering. 

Sophie had already lit her finger. 

Pink glow reflected in her pupils like a torch in a cave. 

She could hear their screams, the scaly eels, as they stabbed harder and 
harder behind her eyes, trying to regain control. 

But the truth was in her sights now. Pain had become pleasure. 

Sophie raised her finger and slipped it into her ear. 

She grinned in the mirror like a devil facing itself. 

This is going to hurt. 


STONE SHATTERED IN the lock. 

The door burst open, guards and Mistrals coming through. 

A breeze sifted through the room, rippling across the blood-soaked 
curtains, the window wide open. 

On the windowsill lay two scims crushed to filth. 

But it was outside where the real message had been left. 

Dripped in crimson across the white snow of scrolls, across the white 
dresses of maids, lying stunned by a spell. 


Five bloody words. 

The remnants of a princess. 
The warning of a witch. 
ALL OF YOU WILL DIE 


TEDROS 
Mahameep 


“Y our first test to become king .. . ,” said Hort, mouth full of cotton 
candy, “and you don’t know what it means?” 

Tedros ignored him, kicking away scrolls that littered the cotton-candy 
grove just past the border of Sherwood Forest. He didn’t have to answer to 
the weasel. He didn’t have to answer to anyone. He was the heir. He was the 
king. 
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Yet he’d failed his first test before it had even begun. 

The Green Knight. Why did it have to be about the Green Knight? 

It was the one part of his dad’s history he’d never learned. On purpose. 
And his dad had known it. 

Is that why Dad made it a test? To punish me? 

Tedros shook it off, trying to find clues in the poem: “He wanted one 
thing, this headless knave . . .” “Tried to claim it and dug his grave...” 
“Now go and find it where wizard trees grow...” 

He couldn't focus, his thoughts spiraling— 

What did the Green Knight want? 

Why didn't I ask Dad! 

Does Japeth know? 

Suppose he finishes before me? Is he already on to the second test? 
What if I’m too late— 

A hand squeezed his. 

Tedros looked up at Agatha, her hair dotted with blue and pink cotton 
candy. 

“I'm sure Japeth doesn’t have the answer either,” his princess assured, 
her lips dusted with sugar. “How could he?” 


“Well, we can’t just loaf around the Woods until I figure it out,” said 
Tedros, watching Hort and Nicola pluck trees and feed each other candy. 
“This forest is the path into Pifflepaff Hills. Where the Living Library is. 
We need to go to my dad’s archive there. It’s the only place where I can find 
out what the Green Knight wanted.” 

“Tedros, we decided it’s too dangerous—” 

“You decided. And it’s more dangerous for me to lose the first test!” said 
Tedros. “If Japeth doesn’t know the answer, the Living Library is the first 
place he’ll look. We should have gone when I suggested it instead of 
wasting time back there with Merry Men!” 

“They were starving and homeless!” said Agatha. “We got them scraps 
from Beauty and the Feast and helped fix their houses. It was the Good 
thing to do.” 

“Even I know that and I’m Evil,” Hort said behind them, mouth stained 
blue. 

“We’re going to the Library. My orders,” Tedros said firmly, walking 
ahead. 

He glanced up at school fairies tracking him from above, keeping a 
lookout over sugar-spun trees, while Tinkerbell squeaked at any who snuck 
down for a bite. Behind him, he could hear Agatha reassuring his mother 
that she would protect her prince, no matter how dangerous the new plan 
was. 

Having a princess wasn’t supposed to be like this, Tedros thought. In all 
the stories he knew, princes protected their princesses. Princes were in 
charge and princesses followed. Yes, Agatha was a rebel, which is why he 
loved her. But sometimes he wished she was less rebel and a little more 
princess, even if he felt like an ogre for thinking it. Tedros flung aside a 
pink bough, barreling ahead. One thing was for sure: Agatha couldn’t win 
the first test for him. From here on out, they’d do things his way. 

A short while later, the prince peeked between a last cluster of sweet- 
cotton branches. 

The Pifflepaff Pavilion was painted pink and blue and nothing in 
between. There were blue “boy” shops—the Virile Vintner, the Hardy Folk 
Furriers, the Handsome Barber—and there were pink “girl” shops: 
Silkmaid’s Stockings, the Good Lady’s Bookshop, Ingenue’s Combs & 
Brushes. In the moming rush, men in blue stayed apart from girls in pink, 
including the pink-clad sweepers, who cleaned the pavilion of leftover 


scrolls. (Tedros’ dad had left no kingdom untouched in announcing the first 
test.) Then there were the trees dotting the streets, like the ones in the forest, 
blooming with bell-shaped tufts of cotton candy, the trees either blue or 
pink, from which only the appropriate sex could eat. Pifflepaffers tore off 
candy as they walked, men inhaling blue, women sucking on pink, as if 
they lived on nothing but their assigned clouds of color. There was no 
crossing of lines, no blurring of boundaries. Boys were boys and girls were 
girls. (Maybe it would rub off on Agatha, Tedros thought grouchily.) 

At a coffee stand, a merchant had his blue stall divided into two sides: 
TEAM RHIAN and TEAM TEDROS, hawking themed drinks for each. 
Team Rhian’s side offered a Lion Latte (turmeric, cashew milk, cloves), a 
Golden Lionsmane (horchata, chocolate ganache), and the Winner’s Elixir 
(espresso, maca root, and honey) . .. while Team Tedros’ side sold a Snake 
Tongue (matcha powder, hot oat milk, ghee), a Cold Storian (iced coffee, 
cinnamon), and a Headless Prince (hazelnut, mocha, goat milk). The Rhian 
aisle was packed with men making orders, picking up drinks, catching up 
with friends. The Tedros table was deserted. “Who Will Win the 
Tournament?” read two tip jars, one with Rhian’s name, overflowing with 
copper and silver coins, the other with Tedros’ name, toting a few farthings. 

Tedros’ blood flowed hot. 

The Woods thought he had no chance. 

Even though Excalibur had returned to the stone. Even though his father 
spoke from the grave and gave him a claim. These people still thought he 
would lose. 

Why? 

Because they’d seen Rhian pull the sword from the stone, while Tedros 
failed. Because they’d seen Rhian quell attacks on their kingdoms, while 
Tedros failed. Because Rhian’s pen told them what they wanted to hear, 
while the pen Tedros fought for told them the truth, even if it hurt. All of it 
was a Snake’s tricks, but the people didn’t know that. That’s why no one 
was betting on him. To the Woods, Tedros was a loser. 

Which is why he had to win this first test. 

Tedros peered harder through the trees. 

The Living Library, a colossal acropolis, stood tall on a hill over the 
pavilion, its blue pillars and domed roof glowing in afternoon sun. On the 
stairs, flanking the entrance, were Pifflepaff guards, who despite their 
comical blue hats, shaped like muffin-tops, came armed with loaded 


crossbows, Lion badges over their hearts, and small pocket-mirrors, which 
each guard flashed at anyone who entered or exited the Library. 

“Six guards,” said Tedros, turning to the others. “And they have 
Matchers.” 

“Matchers?” asked Agatha. 

“Living Library keeps ancestry files on every soul in the Woods,” 
Tedros explained. “Matchers track those going in and out, in case anyone 
tries to doctor or steal a file. Those mirrors tell the guards our names and 
what kingdom we’re from.” 

“So if they’ll know who we are, how are we supposed to get inside?” 
Nicola asked. 

Tedros glanced off. “Haven’t gotten that far.” 

“And there’s no other way to figure out what the Green Knight 
wanted?” Nicola pressured, eyeing the scroll peeking out of the prince’s 
pocket. “There isn’t something you aren’t remembering or something your 
dad told you—” 

“No, there isn't,” Agatha defended, “otherwise we wouldn't be here.” 

“Tt’s his dad,” Hort snapped at Agatha, then pivoted to Guinevere. “And 
your husband. How can neither of you know a crucial part of King Arthur’s 
history? Even the village idiot knows the story of the Green Knight. 
Terrorized the Woods because he wanted something from King Arthur. 
Something secret. We know what happened to the Green Knight but no one 
ever found out what the secret was. Except Arthur, of course. And now 
you’re telling me you two don’t know what it was, either? How can King 
Arthur’s own family not know? Didn’t you talk to each other? Or have 
family dinners or holiday jaunts or the kinds of things Ever families are 
supposed to have that make them feel so superior to Never ones? If it was 
my dad, you bet your bottom he woulda told me what the Knight was after, 
even if it was a secret.” 

Guinevere grimaced. “I wasn’t at the castle when the Green Knight 
came.” 

“So much for you being a ‘resource’ on Arthur,” Hort scorned, then 
glared at Tedros. “And your excuse?” 

“He doesn’t have to excuse anything—” Agatha started. 

“Yes, I do,” said Tedros, cutting her off. 

He needed to say it out loud. 

The reason his dad chose this as the first test. 


“The Green Knight came in the weeks after my mother ran off with 
Lancelot,” the prince explained. “I’d stopped talking to Dad. At first, I held 
him as responsible as I’d held her. For letting her leave. For not keeping her 
happy. For breaking up our family.” He looked at Guinevere, who struggled 
to hold his gaze. “Eventually I started talking to him again. And only after 
he came back from defeating the Knight. But we never spoke about his 
victory. It was a great feat, of course. He tried to bring it up again and again, 
baiting me to ask the details. Eager to share what happened. And I wanted 
to know. I wanted him to tell me what the Green Knight came for. But I 
never did ask. It was my way of punishing him, reminding him that Mother 
was gone and it was his fault. I wouldn’t be the son he could confide in. Not 
anymore. That’s why he made this the first test. Because I failed it when he 
was alive. Because I chose anger and pride over forgiveness.” 

Even Hort went quiet. 

Tedros suddenly felt the chill of loneliness. Agatha and his friends could 
only take him so far. In the end, it was him that was on trial. His past. His 
present. His future. 

“We can’t change what’s already happened. What matters is finding the 
answer now. What matters is winning the first test,” Agatha said briskly. 
Tedros knew that tone: whenever his princess felt helpless or scared, she 
grasped for control even more than usual. Agatha pushed past her prince 
and squinted out at the Library. “If the Green Knight was unfinished 
business between you and your dad, he would have left you the answers. 
And you’ve said all along those answers would be here. You’re right, 
Tedros. It doesn’t matter if it’s dangerous. We need to get past those 
guards.” 

“And their Match things,” Nicola reminded. 

“There’s no ‘we,’” Tedros corrected Agatha. “I”11 go alone.” 

“I'm coming with you,” Agatha insisted. 

“Tt’ll be impossible enough getting me past the guards. How can both of 
us get past them?” the prince argued. 

“Same way I broke into Camelot’s dungeons. Same way Dovey freed us 
from the execution,” said Agatha. “With a distraction.” 

“And my mother?” Tedros peppered. “Can’t just leave her in the middle 
of the Woods with the weasel and a first year—” 

But Guinevere wasn’t paying attention. 


She and Nicola were watching something else in the forest: a squirrel 
with a royal collar, carrying a round walnut in its mouth, huffing and 
puffing past trees, as if it had already come a long way. 

The old queen and first year gave each other narrow looks. 

“Actually, Nicola and I have other business to attend to,” Guinevere 
said. 

“Mm-hmm,” said Nic. 

The two of them went after the squirrel. 

Hort blinked dumbly. “Well, if you’re going into the Library and they’re 
going after a rodent, what am I supposed to do—” 

He turned to see the Tedros and Agatha staring right at him. 

“Oh no,” said Hort. 


AT THE LIBRARY entrance, there was a lull in the flow of patrons. A guard 
disguised a yawn, his crossbow limp at his side; a second picked his nose 
with one of his arrows; a third spied on pretty women with his Matcher— 

A blast of blue glow shot it out of his hands, dashing it on the Library 
steps. 

Another blast took out the next guard’s Matcher. 

The guards looked up. 

A blond-poufed boy with no shirt, no pants, and a cotton candy diaper 
leapt in front of them, wagging his bum— 


“Singing, hey! Laddie, ho! 
Laddie, laddie, ho, ho 

Same old shanty, 

Sing it front and back, 

Ho, ho, laddie, laddie, hey!” 


The boy waited for the guards to attack. 
They gaped at him dumbly. 

The boy cleared his throat. 

This time, he tap-danced too. 


“I’m a pirate captain 

Hoo ha, hoo ha 

My ship is named the PJ Frog 
Hoo ha, hoo ha 


With a lass named Nic and a friend named Soph, 
Ho, ho, laddie, laddie, hey!” 


The boy shimmied his hands. “Ole!” 

Guards still didn’t move. 

Hort frowned. “Fine.” 

He burst out of his diaper into a seven-foot-tall, hairy man-wolf. 

“Roar,” he said, half-heartedly. 

The guards charged. 

“Never fails,” Hort sighed, upending trees as he dragged the men on a 
chase. 

Meanwhile, a boy and girl hurried up the blue library steps, keeping 
their heads down. Tedros had smeared his shirt with cotton candy, giving it 
a splotchy blue tint, and hidden his blond locks under a mop of blue spun 
sugar, so he looked less like a prince and more a homeless elf. Agatha, for 
her part, had beaded her black gown with pink cotton candy and capped her 
hair with a towering hive of pink fluff. Together, they motored through the 
library doors, only to see a large sign. 


BOYS ENTRANCE ONLY 
By Law of Pifflepaff Hills 
“Separate but Equal” 


“You’ve got to be kidding,” said Agatha. 

But ahead, there was a line of blue-dressed men waiting to get past a 
librarian—an old goat name-tagged GOLEM—who was checking each 
entrant with a Matcher, affixing them with their own name tag and letting 
them through, before he turned his attention to the line of women coming 
from another entrance. 

“I need to use the girls’ door,” Agatha whispered, heading back outside 


But now the Pifflepaff guards had returned to their posts, Hort’s 
werewolf nowhere in sight. Just as they were about to spot Agatha, Tedros 
yanked her into the boys’ line. He could see the men in line were glaring at 
her, cracking knuckles and curling fists. 

“I know, right?” Tedros chuckled. “Seems like a girl . . . but you’d be 
surprised.” 


Agatha frowned at him, but the men glared harder now, prowling 
towards her. 

“Go ahead. Look for yourself,” the prince shrugged, offering Agatha up. 

His princess gasped, about to clobber him, but the men had stopped in 
their tracks. They peered at Agatha, weighing Tedros’ offer. Then they 
shook their heads with a collective grunt and went back to their business. 

“Told you to trust me,” Tedros whispered to his princess. 

“Thanks for that,” Agatha snapped as they neared the goat, scanning 
and name-tagging more entrants, “but how we gonna get past him?” 

Behind the goat’s desk, more Pifflepaff guards with Lion badges were 
stationed on staircases to the library stacks. Tedros’ chest clamped. Guards 
in here, guards out there. The moment the goat matched their names, he and 
Agatha were dead. 

“It's too risky,” he said, grabbing Agatha’s wrist, pulling her towards 
the door. “We need to sneak out—” 

“Wait. Not yet,” Agatha resisted, studying the old goat as he stamped 
more names. 

“He’s going to catch us!” Tedros hissed. 

But Agatha’s focus stayed on the freckle-faced man in front of them, 
who was having an argument with the goat. “Trust me,” she said to her 
prince. 

Those magic words, Tedros thought. 

“I'm called Patrick,” the freckled man protested, pointing at the stamp 
on his chest. “This says . . . ‘Poot.’” 

“As it should,” said Golem, swiveling to the girls’ line. “Welcome, 
Hatshepsut!” 

“Tt’s Hanna,” said a lady. 

But the goat was already back to Tedros and Agatha, next in the boys’ 
line. 

Tedros held his breath as he and Agatha approached, the patchy-furred 
goat eyeing them through thick glasses. 

“Good to see strapping boys in a library instead of making mischief,” 
said Golem, his voice hoary and high, honing in on Agatha. “Though at first 
glance, one might mistake you for a girl, which isn’t allowed. Boys must be 
boys and girls must be girls, through and through. So I really should report 
you, dear boy. The guards behind me are no doubt itching for my verdict on 
the matter...” 


Tedros felt Agatha’s palm go clammy. 

“But that’s to presume we should call you a ‘boy’ at all,” the goat 
mused. “Because if a boy likes to dress as a girl, one might say he’s still a 
boy, in which case he should use the boys’ entrance. But if the boy feels like 
a girl, well, he should use the girls’ door, shouldn’t he? Because what you 
feel often contradicts what ‘is’ and you can’t change what ‘is’ until you 
know what you feel. It’s rather complicated, isn’t it? If only we had a 
reputable princess to consult. The best princesses can find answers in a way 
we ordinary goats cannot.” He looked at Agatha, as if hoping she could 
resolve the matter. 

“T think the question of which door to use should be left to the one using 
it,” said Agatha, eyeing the Matcher on the desk. 

Tedros could see the back of her neck rashing red, anticipating the 
mirror’s scan. 

“Must be school aged, you two,” the goat rambled, the line of men 
restless behind them. “My younger brother works as a librarian at the 
School for Good and Evil. Is that where you went to school?” 

“No,” said Tedros and Agatha, too forcefully. 

The goat gave them a long stare. “No?” He raised his Matcher to reflect 
them, his whiskers twitching. “Let’s see who you are, then...” 

Tedros’ stomach surged into his throat. Why hadn’t they run for it? 
Surely there were other ways to find the answer to his dad’s first test . . . to 
what the Green Knight wanted . .. There was no way of tricking a Matcher! 
Agatha had put them in a death trap— 

“Arise, young Teedum of Coomat!” the goat boomed, stamping him 
with a tag, before plastering one on Agatha. “And welcome, young Agoff!” 

Tedros and his princess gaped at Agatha’s name tag. 


AGOFF OF WOODLEY BRINK 


“May I suggest the exhibit on Floor 5, about Notable Chaplains,” the 
goat prattled. “The one at Camelot happens to be a good friend. Pospisil, his 
name is. Not that you two would know the slightest thing about Camelot, 
since Teedum is from Coomat and Agoff from Woodley Brink. Then again, 
I’m a doddering old bag who’s been mixing up my names lately, or at least 
that’s what everyone in Pifflepaff says . . . Imagine if condemned criminals 
entered my library. I’d hardly notice them.” 


He gave them a smile. 

Tedros saw Agatha grin too, she and the goat locking eyes. 

“If only we had a reputable princess to consult on the matter...” 

Tedros’ heart beat faster. 

“Dearest Golem,” the princess said, keeping her voice low, “might you 
tell Teedum and I where to find answers about King Arthur’s reign?” 

“Thought that’s what you might be here for,” the goat replied keenly. 
“Floor 3, East Wing. But I’m afraid the Pifflepaff King has closed Arthur’s 
archive for renovation. There’s no way inside, unless a trespasser just 
happened to use the broken door in the south stairwell. But can’t imagine 
anyone would be foolish enough to do that... .” 

“Can’t imagine,” said Agatha. 

Golem winked and waved them away before swiveling to the girls’ line: 
“Next!” 

Agatha pulled Tedros towards the stairs ahead. 

“How’d you know to trust him?” Tedros whispered. 

“Always trust librarians,” his princess whispered back. 

They heard the goat stamp his book and slap another name— 

“Hail, Methuselah!” 


THE DOOR TO the south stairwell was indeed broken, letting Tedros and his 
princess steal up to the third floor without the slightest sign of a guard. 

As they pushed through the door, Tedros had his first view of the Living 
Library’s halls, he and Agatha stopping short to marvel. 

The floor, the walls, the high ceilings were all made of alternating 
squares of blue and pink mosaic, each tile the size of a biscuit. At first, 
Tedros thought the mosaic an extension of Pifflepaff’s obsession with sex, 
the alternating pastel colors so relentless that it felt like they’d been stuffed 
inside a birthday cake. But then Tedros noticed the legions of white mice, 
wheeling carts loaded with cubes of paper, across the floors, up the walls, 
along the ceiling, while a large bat supervised from a corner. Each mouse 
checked the numbers on their cubes, then found a corresponding tile, before 
popping open the blue or pink square like a safe box and slipping the scroll 
inside. 

Following their lead, Tedros pressed a random pink tile, feeling it pop 
under his fingers. He pulled out the small cube of paper, labeled “1851,” 


then gently pried open the thin sheet of parchment, crammed with elaborate 
calligraphy. 


Prince Kaveen of Shazabah 


Age: 23 

Parents: Sultan Adeen of Shazabah, Mumtaz Adeen of 
Shazabah 

Current Shazabah Prison 

Address: 


Schooling: School for Good (Leader) 


A long ancestry description followed, marking Kaveen as the great- 
grandson of Aladdin. Another familiar name caught Tedros’ eye: “Prince 
Kaveen was briefly married to Princess Uma, now a teacher of Animal 
Communication at the School for Good—” 

A mouse ran over Tedros’ foot with a cart, before it noticed him and 
Agatha and peered up with pearly, black eyes. 

“Moop moop mop mip mip,” it meeped. 

Tedros and Agatha exchanged baffled looks. 

The mouse held up a sign. 


WHOSE FILE ARE YOU LOOKING FOR? 


Agatha began: “Actually, we’re looking for King Arthur’s archiv—” 

“Japeth of Foxwood. We need his file,” Tedros cut in sharply. He 
glanced at Agatha. “Since we’re here, I mean.” 

The mouse whipped out a notebook, scanning through it. 

“Good thinking,” Agatha whispered to Tedros, with a smile. The kind of 
smile princesses gave dashing, quick-thinking princes in the storybooks that 
Tedros loved growing up. The kind of smile his princess almost never gave 
him. Maybe this kingdom was rubbing off on her, Tedros thought . . . He 
wasn’t sure if he liked it. 

“Japethee,” the mouse piped, pointing at its ledger: “Matoo cuatro 
matoo matoo.” Humming a tune, the mouse wheeled its cart up the wall, 
feet knobbing onto the edges of the tiles, as it scaled columns and slid 


across rows, until it landed high on a blue tile near the upside-down bat. 
“Matoo cuatro matoo matoo,” the mouse double-checked. 

Tedros glanced at Agatha hopefully, then back at the mouse, who 
popped the tile open, pulled out a file, and dropped it, down, down, down, 
into the prince’s waiting palm. “2422,” the cube face read. Tedros spread it 
open, nearly tearing the thin paper— 


Sir Kay 


Parents: Sir Ector of Foxwood, Lady Alessandra of Camelot 
Deceased (Buried in Vault 41, Bank of Putsi) 


Sir “Kay,” as named by his father, was Arthur’s foster brother at the 
home of Sir Ector, where Arthur grew up before becoming King of 
Camelot. Kay was later made King Arthur’s first knight, only to 
leave the Round Table after a few weeks. According to the Camelot 
registry, Kay was Sir Ector’s only child, his full name registered as 


Tedros crumpled it. “Wrong file,” he groaned. “Japeth. We wanted 
Japeth’s file. Not my dad’s foster brother’s.” 

The mouse skidded down the tiles and yanked the file from him, clearly 
distressed by Tedros’ handling of it before unleashing a barrage of squeaks 
as it wheeled away: “Matoo cuatro matoo matoo. Mip moodoo mop!” 

Tedros side-eyed his princess. 

“Tt was worth a try,” she sighed, pulling him ahead. 

“Mouse?” Tedros called out. 

The mouse stopped its cart. 

“What about Rhian of Foxwood?” Tedros asked. 

The mouse grumbled sourly at the prince, slapping open the ledger once 
more. It continued grouching as it rifled through pages until it came to the 
one it wanted. The mouse frowned at it intently, then snapped the book 
shut. 

“Mahameep,” said the mouse. 

Tedros shook his head, not following. 

The mouse scrawled on the back of a sign and held it up. 


MISSING 


“Mahameep,” the mouse repeated, stalking off. 

Tedros mumbled: “More dead ends.” 

“Don’t give up yet,” said Agatha, peering ahead. 

The prince followed her gaze. 

Past more mosaic walls and mice scurrying about with carts and scrolls, 
a flurry of black curtains and yellow rope walled off a wing, the marquee at 
the entrance hanging askew. 


THE HISTORY OF KING ARTHUR 
Curated by King Arthur of Camelot 
& August A. Sader of Glass Mountain 


“ August Sader?” Tedros asked, surprised. 

Agatha turned to him. “If Professor Sader helped your father...” 

“He could have helped Dad see the future!” said Tedros, understanding. 

“Which means maybe your dad knew we’d come,” his princess said, 
breathless. “You were right, Tedros! He had a plan to help you and it starts 
here!” 

The prince locked eyes with her, both of them swelling with hope— 

Then they heard the hammering. 


AGATHA 
Wizard Wish 


Behind the curtains and rope, a crew of beavers in blue overalls and 
yellow hard hats sat on a white floor, alternately passed out or eating ham 
sandwiches. 

Most of the massive East Wing had already been dismantled—busts of 
Arthur bagged up, tapestries folded away, exhibit walls stripped. All that 
was left were stenciled plaques: ARTHUR’S ROUND TABLE, THE WEDDING TO 
GUINEVERE, THE BABY TEDROS... 





But now Agatha spotted two more beavers ahead, standing on ladders, 
paint buckets in hand. 

“Oh no,” she breathed. Tedros followed her eyes to the workers, 
repainting stencils— 


RHIAN’S RISE 
THE FOUR POINT RESCUE 
THE DEATH OF THE SNAKE 


Beneath the ladders, busts of Rhian lay wrapped in tissue and bronze 
Lion heads waited to be hung up, along with painted scenes from the new 
king’s coronation, his claiming of Excalibur, his battle with the Snake. 

More hammering detonated and Agatha craned up to see the first team 
of beavers off their lunch break, walloping at the marquee over Arthur’s 
archive, poised to replace it with a new one. 


SON OF ARTHUR: A NEW LION RISES 
A Tribute to King Rhian of Camelot 


Dust and paint flakes rained down on Agatha’s and Tedros’ heads. Wary 
of being spotted, Agatha tried to pull her prince back towards the stairs, but 
Tedros wouldn’t move, his big blue eyes scanning the ruins of his father’s 
archive: portraits strewn, relics dumped in a pile, histories whitewashed 
over, soon to be replaced with those of his rival. 

“You heard the goat. King of Pifflepaff Hills ordered this renovation,” 
said Tedros. “Sucking up to Camelot to earn a king’s favor. Same reason he 
burned his ring. Same reason the others did too. They’re all sheep now.” 
The prince’s face reddened. “Dad built his archive here so it’d be safe. 
Merlin told him to keep it in the Gallery of Good at school, like Merlin’s 
own relics, but Dad thought the school was more vulnerable; that no one 
would ever desecrate the Living Library . . . let alone in the name of his 
‘son’... .” He looked at Agatha. “We’re too late. Whatever clues he might 
have left for us... they’re gone.” 

But Agatha was squinting down a dark corridor, away from the beavers. 

“What is it?” Tedros asked. 

She moved into the hall, ears piqued, eyes narrowing. 

With every step, the sound grew louder. 

The sound of an unmistakable voice. 

A voice she knew as well as her prince’s or best friend’s. 

“The Green Knight came on a Sunday, stalking into the Woods and 
heading straight for King Arthur’s castle—” 

The voice glitched, resuming a second later. 


“PII make you a deal,’ said the knight to the king—” 

Again the voice glitched. 

It was coming from behind a black wall, the surface shiny and smooth, 
painted with white letters. 


ARTHUR AND THE GREEN KNIGHT 


With Tedros close behind, Agatha entered the black-painted room, the 
walls covered in fluorescing green, five-pointed stars, each studded with 
small silver dots. 

Agatha recognized these dots. They’d blanketed her history textbooks at 
school instead of words . . . her favorite professor’s way of making the past 
come alive... 

She counted twenty dot-covered stars on the walls now, with a painted 
numeral next to each one, ordering them in sequence. “START HERE!” it 
said near the first. 

Meanwhile, two beavers in hard hats were ripping the stars off the wall, 
their paws activating Professor Sader’s narration. 

“Arthur launched from his throne and—” 

“The sword came down upon—” 

“It was a poor decision—” 

The beavers dumped more stars in their filthy bucket. 

Agatha blushed with fury. She’d already had enough of this sexist 
kingdom and now these idiots were trashing the clues to Tedros’ first test! 
She charged the beavers, Tedros scrambling too late to stop her— 

“You dead-eyed, half-brained fur puppets!” she barked, shoving them. 
“Go away!” 

The two beavers froze, as if no human had ever touched them before. 
They gave Agatha pursed looks, their noses twitching. One squeezed the 
Lion badge on his overalls, which flashed gold, before he whispered 
something into it. Then the beavers went back to stripping stars. 

“We need to leave,” Tedros warned, pulling Agatha away— 

Then they heard a yelp. 

The beavers were stuck on the last star, the only one left on the bare 
black walls. But the harder they pawed at it, the more stubbornly it 
remained, spewing a few bright sparks, which singed the beavers’ fur. Only 
there was something else happening, Agatha realized: the more they jostled 


the star, the more its green surface rubbed off, the silver dots shedding, 
revealing a glowing white star beneath. 

Agatha’s heart jolted. 

That star. 

It looks just like... 

With twin growls, the beavers yanked the star as hard as they could. It 
exploded with sizzling currents, shocking both rodents to the floor. 

Tedros gawked at the comatose beavers, then at the lone white star on 
the wall. “Is that...” 

“Only one way to find out,” said Agatha, holding her breath. 

Down the hall, bootsteps rose, along with the sound of voices. 

Human voices. 

Quickly, Agatha tugged Tedros to the wall, feeling his chest pound 
under her grip. If the star was Merlin’s, it could hold answers. If it wasn’t, 
then they’d be drooling on the ground with the beavers. Agatha didn’t know 
which outcome to bet on. But she knew one thing for sure: it was worth the 
chance. 

Agatha blinked at her prince. “Ready?” 

“Ready,” said Tedros. 

Both of them thrust hands at the star, slamming their palms against it— 

The star went dark. 

Instantly the room’s walls hopped forward as if they were alive, the 
black slabs bounding closer, closer, until they pinned to the couple’s fronts, 
backs, sides, sealing them in like a coffin. Agatha felt the cold stone on her 
nose and bum, her prince’s sweaty arm jammed against hers. 

“What’s happening?” Tedros choked. 

The black box upended at lightning speed, knocking them off their feet. 
It happened so fast Agatha swallowed a scream, the box flipping ninety 
degrees, leaving her and her prince flat on their spines, the top wall still 
pinned to their faces. 

All of a sudden, the white star reappeared deep in the darkness over 
their heads, like a light down a tunnel, as if the star was somehow beaming 
from beyond dimension. 

A voice echoed, calm and clear. 

“Hello, Tedros. Hello, Agatha. If you’re hearing me now, then you’ve 
already come a long way. It must be strange to hear your old Professor 
Sader from beyond the grave, but I assure you it is just as odd for me. 


Because it is not I who knew you might be hearing this message. As I once 
told you, I cannot see your future beyond your time at school. In my mind’s 
eye, your fairy tale ends the night Rafal comes for your heads. My sight 
offers me no further clues as to whether you survive the encounter or what 
becomes of you. 

Instead, it is King Arthur who believes your story will continue long 
after I’m gone, to a time when Tedros must prove his claim to Camelot’s 
throne. And in pursuit of this proof, you will come here, to this very room, 
searching for answers to his father’s history. Answers the public do not 
know and which I do not have permission to share with them. Indeed, this 
particular exhibit in Arthur’s archive remains woefully incomplete. As with 
most fairy tales, the people will only know the beginnings of the tale of 
Arthur and the Green Knight. 

But not you. You will learn more. You must know the full story. 

This was Arthur’ dying wish to me: that I leave you these answers in a 
way that only you could find. Since Merlin is as much a part of this story as 
the king, I turned to the wizard for help in hiding what I have to tell you; it 
is his magic that allows me to be here with you now. 

Before Arthur died, I asked him why he wouldn't tell Tedros the story 
himself. The king replied that his son should learn the facts from someone 
he trusted. Facts Tedros didn’t care to hear from his father. And yet, I 
suspect there is another reason the king wanted me to tell this story instead 
of him. Arthur knew that history should not be conveyed by its participants. 
Man is too emotional, too bound to his ego. Truth only comes with 
perspective and time. 

With the blessing of both wizard and king, then, it is I who will give you 
the answers you seek. So lie back, clear your mind, and witness the Tale of 
Arthur and the Green Knight... .” 

In darkness, a phantom history appeared, like one of Professor Sader’s 
textbooks come to life. As the prince and princess floated, a lush forest 
appeared around them, occupying every dimension, at once richly detailed 
and yet porous, like a simulation of reality that hadn’t entirely been filled 
in. Trampling through this forest came a tall, mountainous man with bright 
green skin, the color of young grass or a garden snake. The Green Knight 
had big black eyes, a high, smooth forehead, and a thick, dark beard that 
matched the wavy hair on his head. Veiny muscles bulged from his bare 
green chest and tight green breeches. A gold-plated axe hung from his belt. 


“By now, you know the beginnings,” Professor Sader’s voice narrated, 
“about the mysterious Green Knight who appeared in the Woods and made 
his way to Camelot, insisting on a private meeting with its king. Arthur was 
not in the practice of humoring nameless strangers—especially demanding 
ones with axes—but the Green Knight had arrived only a few days after 
Guinevere had abandoned the king for his best friend. That the Green 
Knight would come so soon after the queen’s disappearance couldn't be a 
coincidence . . .” 

The scene evaporated, replaced with King Arthur’s throne room. There 
were no guards or advisors or members of the court. The king had honored 
the knight’s request to meet alone, with Arthur now hunched on his gold 
throne, his bloodshot eyes creased with wrinkles, his gray-flecked hair 
unkempt. There were crumbs in his beard, stains on the collar of his robes. 
Excalibur leaned against the throne, mottled and dull. Agatha was reminded 
of the way Tedros once looked when she’d tried to end their relationship 
and pair him off with Sophie. Her prince had disappeared for days, 
returning with this same childlike stupor, as if both he and his father were 
truly alive only when they had the security of love. And just like Tedros had 
welcomed Agatha when he thought he might get her back—bone-tired, but 
renewed—now his father looked down at his green guest the same way. 

“Do you know where she is?” Arthur asked, breathless. “Take me to her 
at once... Pll pay you any price...” 

The Green Knight seemed bemused. “Most kings would be suspicious 
of a green stranger. Especially the Lion of Camelot, whose kingdom is 
founded upon his victory over a Snake. But instead, the mighty Arthur asks 
me for help, convinced I’m a friend.” He peered harder at the king. “You 
don’t remember me, do you?” 

“Quite sure I’d remember a green hulk of a man,” said Arthur swiftly. 
“Tf you are indeed man and not monster.” 

“More man than most kings, I’d say,” the knight replied, his stare 
unwavering. “As to your question, let’s say I could find your wife. How 
would that change anything? Would that make her love you? Would that 
make her come running back to your side?” 

Arthur didn’t know what to make of this. 

“Poor Lion. It won’t be long before you call me a Snake,” the Green 
Knight spoke. “But just remember: the real Snake was in your bed.” 

The king’s eyes flickered. “Why have you come here, then?” 


“To gain your permission,” the Green Knight replied. 

“My permission for what?” 

“To kill Merlin,” said the knight. 

The answer was so unexpected that Agatha let out a shocked laugh—a 
laugh that the king himself echoed, rocking forward on his throne. 

Then he saw the knight was serious. 

“May I ask why?” said the king. 

“May I ask why you couldn’t keep your wife?” said the knight. 

Arthur’s mood darkened. “You have three seconds to be out of my 
sight.” 

“No, that’s not how this goes,” the Green Knight said. “If I leave now, I 
will punish your realms and inflict terror like you have never known until 
you beg me back, seeking a deal. The same deal I will offer you today. If 
you wish to spare your people, I suggest you take it.” 

Arthur looked startled that this creature was now issuing him orders. 

“The terms are simple,” said the Green Knight. “You may strike me a 
single blow with your sword. Right here. Right now. And in exchange, I 
will return tomorrow and give the same blow to Merlin.” 

“If I give you a blow, you won't be returning anywhere tomorrow,” 
Arthur spat, launching to his feet. 

“A true king would do more than boast,” the Green Knight taunted. 

“You want a blow, do you?” Arthur sneered, drawing Excalibur. “As 
you wish.” From the throne’s platform, he pointed the sword down at the 
knight. “You are lucky there are steps between us. I am offering you mercy, 
insolent cur. I suggest you take it.” 

“T see,” the knight spoke. “You don’t think my terms are real. So lost in 
arrogance you ignore the threat in front of you. So insulated from your 
people you’d let a Snake run free, because you’re too cowardly to strike the 
blow. Actions have consequences, Your Highness. Non-action has 
consequences as well.” 

Agatha could see Tedros from the corner of her eye, his cheeks red, his 
jaw clenched. This was the same charge people leveled at him. The same 
trap that gave rise to the new Snake that imperiled him now. 

“Pm giving you the right to strike me,” the knight reminded. “It is also 
your right to turn a blind eye, of course. To let me leave and wreak havoc in 
your name. But don’t say I didn’t warn you. Just as I’m sure your wife 
warned she didn’t love you and you turned a blind eye to that too.” 


Arthur lowered his sword. Blood flushed his face. He steamed hot 
through his nostrils. “You know nothing of my wife.” 

“I know more than you do, it seems,” said the knight. “You're the one 
who still thinks you can get her back.” 

Agatha could see the king racked with tension, fighting to resist the bait. 

“Get out,” Arthur seethed. “Get out now.” 

“Pity your young wart of a son,” said the knight. 

“Don’t talk about my son—” Arthur lashed. 

“Mother gone. Father weak . . .” the Green Knight jabbed. “Brother 
hidden away.” 

The king went dead cold. 

So did Tedros next to Agatha. 

“What did you say?” his father breathed. 

The knight grinned back. “Long live the true heir. Long live the king.” 

“You snake,” Arthur hissed, already moving. “You LIAR!” He slashed 
down the stairs, robes aflight, like a murderous angel, his sword sweeping 
up over his head. With a primal roar, he swung it through the shadows, 
catching a last glint of sun— 

It cut clean through the Green Knight’s neck. 

Agatha and Tedros froze, watching the green head roll across the carpet, 
waiting for the slain knight’s body to fall... 

But then something strange happened. 

Something that made Arthur drop his blade in shock. 

The knight’s body didn’t fall. 

Instead, it ambled a few steps backwards, picked up the severed head, 
and tucked it under his arm. 

“Same time tomorrow,” the knight’s head spoke. “Bring Merlin.” 

Then he strolled out of the throne room, head in hand, leaving Arthur 
stunned and alone. 

The scene faded to darkness. 

Slowly Agatha looked at Tedros, who was staring into the void, rock 
still. 

“His head,” she croaked. “How do you live with no head?” 

But her prince had something else on his mind. “Doesn’t make sense,” 
he said, shaken. “Dad gave me the ring because I'm the heir.” Tedros turned 
to Agatha. “So why did the Green Knight imply that I’m not?” 

“The knight lied,” Agatha argued. “You heard your dad—” 


But Professor Sader’s voice had returned, a new panorama filling in. 

“Needless to say, the king had no intention of delivering his wizard to 
the knight and blocked the entrance to his castle with a thousand guards. 
Yet, to the Green Knight, he and the king had made a deal. The king had 
taken his cut; now it was the knight’s turn to strike Merlin. And as long as 
Arthur refused to honor these terms, then his people would pay the price.” 

Around Tedros and Agatha spawned a montage of destruction: the 
Green Knight, head restored, setting fire to castles and carriages; slashing 
through armies with his axe; launching avalanches to crush villages; 
terrorizing the streets of kingdoms, Good and Evil. Every arrow that pierced 
his green chest, every sword that drew blood, he easily swatted away, his 
skin healing instantly, his force invincible. Mobs gathered in Camelot’s 
square and at the castle gates, jeering the blockade of guards, shouting slurs 
at Arthur, demanding the king come out and kill this green monster. 

Instantly Agatha was reminded of Japeth and his brother, slithering into 
the Woods and terrorizing the people to turn them against Tedros. They had 
succeeded just as the Green Knight had. 

“Past is Present and Present is Past,” the Snake’s brother once said. 
“The story goes round and round again.” 

Coincidence? Agatha wondered. Or did Rhian and Japeth have ties to 
the Green Knight? Ties that made this first test as significant to Japeth as it 
was to Tedros? Was the Green Knight the key to solving who Rhian and 
Japeth really were? 

But now the scene in the black box was changing: this time, to King 
Arthur’s chambers, as the king stood at his window, watching smoke rise 
over distant kingdoms, along with the protests at his castle gates. 

“Should have let him have me,” said a voice. 

Arthur turned to find Merlin at the door, the wizard in his purple cape, 
dented cone hat, and violet slippers, his long, thick beard scragglier than 
ever. 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Arthur, turning back around. 

“A dealis a deal,” said Merlin. 

“Our knights are having no luck against him,” Arthur confessed stiffly. 
“Then again, Lancelot left them in quite a state. Gone without warning: 
their captain revealed to be a traitor, adulterer, deserter. No wonder they 
can’t find the strength to take down this green fool. I’ll have to ride into 
battle against him myself.” 


“You’ll die and he’ll have me in any case,” Merlin replied. 

The king said nothing for a moment. 

“Why does he want to kill you?” Arthur asked. 

“We have history,” the wizard answered. 

“What kind of history?” 

“Personal history.” 

Arthur kept his eyes out the window. 

“He believes I owe him something,” the wizard sighed. “Something he 
can only take if I’m dead.” 

“And what is that thing? What is it that he wants?” 

“I'm afraid I can’t tell you.” 

Arthur whirled around. “I am inflicting pain on the whole of the Woods, 
in your name, and you cant tell me?” 

“What I can tell you is to stop your martyrdom and deliver me as 
agreed,” said Merlin. “This is between me and the knight.” 

“Then go, you doddering prat!” Arthur exploded. “Go like Gwen did! 
Go like Lance! You and your personal history. Settle your business without 
me!” 

“I would have done that from the beginning, but he made the deal with 
you,” Merlin answered. “You must deliver me. Or his terror will not stop.” 

“Why am l a part of this? This has nothing do with me!” Arthur 
assailed. “He's acting like I should remember him. Like I should know who 
he is.” 

“Do you?” Merlin asked. 

“Clearly not!” the king snapped. “So why me? Why do I have to deliver 
you?” 

“Isn't it obvious?” said Merlin, quietly. “He would like to see us both 
suffer.” 

Arthur stared at him. 

“Merlin? Is that you?” said a soft, young voice. 

A young boy pulled in, eight or nine years old, with sleepy blue eyes, 
floppy gold hair, and rumpled pajamas. “Can you make me a toddy, double 
marshmallow and candy cream, like usua—” 

The young prince caught his dad at the window. “Oh. Thought you were 
alone.” The boy started to leave. 

“Tedros, wait—” Arthur began. 


Young Tedros spun around. “Why are you still here? Go find Mother! 
You promised! Just like you promised to keep the Woods safe. But you’re 
not doing that either! You’re not doing anything!” 

He stormed out of the room. 

Arthur didn’t go after him, pain clouding his eyes, looking even more 
the child than his son. 

Next to Agatha, the grown Tedros was breathing raggedly, reliving this 
very moment, watching Merlin step towards his dad. 

“You’ve lost your wife, Arthur. You’ve lost your best friend,” the 
wizard said gently. “Don’t lose him too.” 

A tear rolled down the king’s cheek. 

“PII send word to the Green Knight,” said Merlin, touching the king. 
“Tomorrow at dawn in Ender’s Forest. Where no one will see us.” 

The king gazed off into the distance . . . then turned. “Ender’s Forest? 
No one knows how to find that except you and me—” 

But Merlin was already gone. 

As the scene vanished, Tedros looked more confused than ever. “We 
still don’t know what the Green Knight wanted from Merlin. The secret he 
came for. Which means we still don’t know the answer to my first test.” 

“The story isn’t over yet,” said Agatha, watching colors begin to fill in 
the darkness once more. 

Tedros exhaled. “Was your family this messed up?” 

“You have no idea,” Agatha said, forcing a smile. 

Cramped close in the black box, she held her prince’s hand. 

“We know the end to the tale,” Tedros said. “Merlin survives. Dad does 
too. The Green Knight dies.” He looked at his princess. “So why do I feel 
like something terrible is about to happen?” 

This, Agatha had no comfort for. 

Because she had the same feeling too. 

A purple forest melted into view around them, the leaves and flowers of 
every tree, bush, and shrub spanning shades of plum, violet, orchid, 
amethyst, and lavender. 

“Tedros will know Ender’s Forest well, of course, for it’s where Merlin 
used to give him lessons,” Professor Sader spoke. 

“When I could find it,” Tedros murmured. 

“If the Celestium was the wizard’s place to think, then Ender’s Forest 
was the wizard’s place to practice—a forest that appeared only to Merlin 


whenever and wherever he wished, his space to workshop new spells and 
hexes and disguises away from prying eyes...” 

Merlin and Arthur heard the knight before they saw him, his resounding 
steps rattling the tree beneath which wizard and king waited, the dust of 
dawn rippling through darkness. 

“Right on schedule,” said the wizard, combing his beard with his 
fingers. 

“Took me ten tries to find this place the first time,” said Arthur. “How 
did he know how to get in?” 

Merlin didn’t answer, the knight’s footsteps growing louder. 

Arthur instinctively touched the sword on his belt— 

“Whatever happens, you are to stay out of it,” Merlin ordered the king, 
his voice sharp. “Our trust has been strained of late, Arthur. You broke into 
my quarters. Stole my gnome potion so you could snoop after Guinevere. 
By betraying me, you only hastened her departure. But the stakes now are 
even higher. You have delivered me to the Green Knight, per the terms of 
the agreement. You are to play no further role.” 

Arthur looked distressed. “Merlin, you can't expect me to stand here 
and let him——” 

“Remember why you are here,” Merlin retorted, stone-eyed. “To be a 
good king. To be a good father. Do not undo what is right with what feels 
right. Promise that you will do as I say. Promise that you will trust me to 
handle myself.” 

“But—” 

“Promise me.” 

The wizard’s tone left no doubt, no room for bargaining. 

Arthur could see the shadow of the invincible savage approaching, his 
boots crushing the lilac beds, his golden axe spattered with blood. The king 
held back tears, faced with the inevitability of what was to come and no 
recourse to stop it. 

“I promise,” he said emptily. 

Merlin faced the knight. 

“No tricks, Merlin,” his green nemesis flared, a hot flush already in his 
cheeks. “You have too much dignity to cheat me. I expect you to honor the 
terms.” He glanced at Arthur. “You, too. Though I can't say the same about 
your dignity.” 

Arthur reached for his sword— 


He saw Merlin glaring. 

The king drew back. 

“Let us finish our business, then,” the wizard resumed, stepping towards 
the knight. “Come, Japeth. Strike your blow.” 

Agatha gripped Tedros so hard she almost broke his hand. Tedros 
choked on his spit— 

Japeth? Agatha screamed in her head. 

JAPETH? 

The Green Knight hadn’t moved, his sad, dark eyes on the wizard. 
“How could you choose him over me, Merlin? How could you put your lot 
in with that?” He stabbed a meaty finger at Arthur. “This coward. This 
cuckold. When you could have had me. When the Woods could have had 
me.” 

Arthur looked between them. “What is he talking about, Merlin?” 

The wizard’s gaze stayed with the knight. “I didn’t choose Arthur over 
you, Japeth. Arthur was destined to be king.” 

“Don’t. Lie. No lies,” the Green Knight spat, his voice sounding 
younger, uncontrolled. “You favored him over me from the beginning. Even 
though I was Ector’s real son. Even though Father brought you to be my 
tutor. I was always stronger and better than that . . . wart. That's what 
everyone called him, remember? Wart. A blemish on our house. A foster 
brother no one wanted. And still, you shined your light on him. Only him. 
That’s why he could pull the sword out of the stone. Because you helped 
him—” 

“Not true, Japeth.” 

“T should have been king,” the knight said, his eyes welling. “I should 
be him!” 

Agatha’s hand went cold in her prince’s. 

“Your wart of ason...” 

The pieces slammed together in Agatha’s head: the knight’s taunts to the 
king, that wrong file in the Library, the one the mouse said was Japeth’s— 

The Green Knight wasn’t a stranger at all. The Green Knight was... 

“Kay?” Arthur gasped, big-eyed. 

“Don’t call me that, Wart,” the knight snarled. “I’m not Kay anymore. 
Pm Japeth, the name my mother gave me, not the puffed-up name Dad 
thought would be better for a knight. ‘Sir Kay,’ the bold and strong, fated 
for glory. Until you stole my destiny. Until the Storian made you legend and 


me the footnote. Sir Kay, the buffoon brother. But you know that wasn’t the 
truth. So you offered me a place as your first knight to make amends—only 
to mock me by giving Lance all your attention and love, the same way 
Merlin chose you over me. Not just Sir Kay, the idiot now. Now Sir Kay, 
the joke. Sir Kay, the Runt of the Round Table. That’s why I left Camelot. 
That’s why I waited to take my revenge until the time was right. Until the 
Woods could see the failure that was their king. I bet that’s why your wife 
left you? Because she knew the Wart I knew? Lancelot, too. He didn’t just 
steal your wife, he abandoned you, your choice to love him as wrong as 
Merlin’s choice to love you. You must wonder why everyone leaves you... 
Guinevere, Lancelot, soon Merlin, no doubt. Even Sir Kay has gone. A relic 
of your fairy tale. It’s Japeth, now. Mother named me right. A name fit for a 
Snake.” 

He turned on Merlin. “As for you, old man, I only want what you 
promised me as a boy. You swore when Arthur pulled the sword that I 
would go on to a destiny even bigger. That I would have a life I’d be proud 
of. That I wouldn’t resent that wart becoming king.” His cheeks burned a 
darker green. “And if I didn’t have a good life, a great life, if you were 
proven to have lied to me, then I could claim your Wizard Wish. The one 
wish every wizard keeps hidden away where only he can find it. A wish that 
can grant any desire said out loud, but one you save to choose when to 
leave this world, like all wizards do. Only it’s not your wish anymore, 
Merlin. Because you said if I didn’t find my destiny like you promised, then 
I could take your wish for myself. I could wish for anything I wanted to 
make up for what you deprived me of. Well, Merlin...” 

He prowled towards the wizard, gripping his axe. 

“T wish for a death.” 

Merlin showed no fear, no remorse. “I said you would live a great life if 
you allowed yourself to have it, Japeth. But you held on to your bitterness 
towards Arthur. Envy is a green snake that swallows the heart whole. Look 
at what it’s done to you. It’s swelled inside you, this green poison, 
devouring your soul, consuming your humanity, until it’s become bigger 
than you. Jealousy has no bounds. It cannot be quenched, even by death. 
You will live forever this way. Invincible, immortal . . . but eaten alive by 
the green snake of your heart. Unless you learn to let it go. Unless you learn 
to forgive. Not just me and Arthur, but yourself too. Only then can you 


begin again. Only then can you have the life you were meant to, the life I 
said you could have if you chose it.” 

“More lies! More excuses!” the Green Knight cried, his lips trembling. 
His towering form loomed over the wizard’s. He smeared at his eyes, 
forcing composure. “Kneel, you dog. My turn for a blow.” 

“As you wish,” said Merlin. 

He slipped off his hat and bent to the ground, laying his head against a 
fallen tree, tilting his long beard to the side and bearing his white, scrawny 
neck. 

Chills raced up Agatha’s spine, seeing Merlin so vulnerable, 
remembering the wizard was as mortal as she— 

“Wait,” Arthur choked out, rushing forward, sword in hand. “Don’t do 
this, Kay!” 

Merlin shot a spell, pinning Arthur against a tree, the king’s chest 
invisibly bound, his fist with Excalibur flailing in vain. 

“Take your blow, Japeth,” the wizard spoke, his cheek to the log. “Do 
what you’ve come to do.” 

Agatha could see the Green Knight quaking harder as he stared down at 
Merlin’s neck, the axe unsteady in his palms. 

“Why, Merlin?” he whimpered. “Why didn’t you love me?” 

The wizard lifted his eyes. “I love you as much as I love Arthur. As 
much as I love any of my wards. But love has to be received as much as it is 
given.” 

Tears spilled across the Green Knight’s face. “Tell me I would have 
made a better king... . Tell me you made a mistake . . . That I should have 
been the Lion. Instead of the Snake.” 

Merlin gave him a warm, loving smile. “I hope you find peace, Japeth.” 

The knight let out a sob. “Curse you, Merlin.” 

He raised the axe. 

“No!” Arthur screamed, thrashing against the spell. 

The Green Knight swung the blade down, cutting through Merlin. 

With a cry, Arthur flung his sword across the forest— 

Excalibur impaled hard in the knight’s chest. 

The green-skin hulk glanced down as blood gushed out of him... only 
to flow back in neatly, the wound closing around Arthur’s sword, the 
knight’s immortal skin healing once more. 

But Arthur wasn’t looking at the Green Knight anymore. 


He was gaping past him... atthe wizard over the log... 

“Agatha... ,” Tedros said. 

Tedros was pointing at Merlin . . . Merlin, who Agatha couldn't bear to 
look at because he’d have no head... 

Only he did have a head. 

Because the axe hadn’t cut through it. 

The knight hadn’t aimed for Merlin’s neck at all. 

He’d aimed for Merlin’s beard, shearing the long, raggedy patch of hair 
from the wizard’s chin. 

Arthur froze as the Green Knight calmly retrieved the wizard beard 
from the dirt, the gash in the knight’s chest sealed around the blade. 

Slowly, Merlin raised his head, surprised to be alive. He watched the 
Green Knight hold up the shorn beard, a deep steel in the knight’s eye. Only 
then did Merlin understand his plan. 

“Listen to me, Japeth. Let’s talk first,” he said. For the first time, the 
wizard looked scared. 

The Green Knight noticed. “So it is still here. You told me you hid it in 
your beard when you promised it to me. All these years. You could have 
moved it somewhere else ...” 

“Don’t do it, Japeth,” Merlin begged. 

“Thank you for giving me your Wizard Wish, Merlin,” said the knight, 
his voice steadying. “I know you wanted me to be happy. But I need this 
wish now. More than you.” 

“There are other ways—” Merlin insisted. 

The Green Knight pressed the wizard beard to his heart. “I wish to give 
up this bitterness, this envy, this hate. I wish to feel love and forgiveness 
and peace. I wish to be restored to the man I'm meant to be.” He looked 
right at Merlin. “I wish to be... free.” 

“No!” the wizard cried. 

Instantly the green started to fade from the knight's skin. His muscles 
deflated, his veins shriveled, his sculpted cheeks sagged, until the Green 
Knight was nothing more than a soft-bellied, pallid, middle-aged man, out 
of place in an enchanted wood. Sir Kay took a deep breath, his chest rising 
and falling, his focus lifting to the sky. 

“So this is what it’s like... ,” he whispered. 

He closed his eyes, the last tints of green draining. 

The sword in his chest quivered. 


The wound reopened, blood flooding his chest. 

Kay opened his eyes as bright as the sun. 

“Goodbye, Merlin,” he said. 

Then he fell down dead. 

Merlin ran to his side, scooping him into his arms. 

But it was too late. 

The wish granted. 

The deed done. 

Not Merlin’s death chosen . . . but the knight’s own. 

The wizard wept softly, cradling Kay like a child. 

His spell trapping Arthur broke, dropping the king face-first into dirt. 

Arthur scraped himself to his elbows. 

The wizard wouldn’t look at him. 

“Merlin—” the king appealed. 

The wizard thrust out a hand, silencing him. When he spoke at last, it 
was in a cold, harsh voice. “Kay could have had a second chance at life. I 
would have convinced him. I would have helped him. He might have finally 
had a path to become the man he was meant to be. But your sword gave him 
a way out. You gave him a way out instead of letting me fight for him.” 
Merlin paused, his back to the king. “People will say you killed the Green 
Knight. That you are the hero of this tale... But we both know the truth, 
Arthur. You broke your word to me. A king’s word.” The wizard’s voice 
crackled with anger. “Too many trusts broken between us. Too much gone 
wrong.” 

Slowly Merlin lay Kay down and rose into the light. 

“T no longer have a Wizard Wish or the choice of when to end my days. 
But I can choose to end this. I’m leaving you, Arthur,” he said, standing 
over the king. “Our time together is done.” 

Ender’s Forest went silent and still. 

Merlin and Arthur gazed upon each other for the last time... 

The scene evaporated into darkness. 

So too did the box around Agatha and Tedros, the prince and princess 
floating back down in the black room, a dim, cold star on the floor between 
their feet. 

“Merlin’s beard,” said Tedros, choked with emotion. “That’s where 
Merlin hid his wish. That’s what the Green Knight wanted. Merlin’s beard 
is the answer to my first test.” 


Agatha looked at him, lost in a fog. “We have to get Merlin’s beard?” 

“To show Dad I know the truth,” said Tedros. “‘Three tests. Three 
answers to find.’ He wanted me to learn that slaying the Green Knight 
wasn’t a victory. It was his greatest mistake. A mistake I have to learn 
from.” 

Voices amplified in the hall. Footsteps clattered closer. 

“Beaver saw ’em. Said the girl was that rebel Agatha,” a guard echoed. 
“Apparently she slayed the beaver’s cousin in a camel attack. Traveling 
with that traitor prince. If we kill ’em, imagine the reward—” 

Tedros dragged Agatha into shadows. 

“How can we get Merlin’s beard?” the prince questioned, still clammy 
and pale. “Merlin’s trapped in the Caves of Contempo—” 

“Where the witches are supposed to be,” Agatha remembered. “They 
have to rescue him before Japeth figures out the test, before he gets to 
Merlin...” 

The guards’ voices were nearing the exhibit, their steps closing in. 

“We need to get in touch with the witches,” Tedros said urgently. “We 
need to know if they have Merlin!” 

“We need to get out of this library first!” Agatha pressed. 

Frantically, they searched for a door, a window— 

But it was too late. 

Five guards turned the corner, Matchers reflecting in Tedros’ and 
Agatha’s faces, crossbows aimed at their necks. 

“No, don't!” Agatha screamed. 

Guards cocked their triggers, arrows poised to fly. 

“Fire!” the leader yelled— 

The wall bashed in behind him, crushing the guards in a heap of rubble. 

Agatha and her prince gaped as the dust cleared, sunlight filling the 
giant hole. 

A big, hairy man-wolf peeped through, Nicola and Guinevere on his 
back. 

“What’d we miss?” Hort chimed. 


THE COVEN 
The Cave at Two O’Clock 


“Now go and find it where wizard trees grow,’” Dot panted, an open 
scroll in her fist. “What does that mean?” 

“Merlin was Arthur’s wizard during the time of the Green Knight. 
Maybe the answer has to do with Merlin,” Hester surmised, a few last 
scrolls blizzarding upside down, from her feet past her head. “More reason 
to rescue the wizard quickly.” 





“But Merlin’s in the Caves of Contempo,” Anadil noted, hustling across 
Borna Coric’s night sky. “What does that have to do with trees?” 

“Ani’s right,” Dot added. “Doesn’t say find the wizard. It says find 
where wizard trees grow—” 


“Which Merlin will surely know,” Hester snapped, passing beneath the 
last upturned shops, strung between inverted beanstalks. The shops were 
closed, the crowds back in their upside-down cottages. “Should have been 
to the caves by now,” said Hester, glowering back at Dot. “If someone 
didn’t force us to stop at All Night Pies.” 

“Excuse me, I had to eat after that wedding spellcast,” said Dot. “My 
nerves were in pieces.” 

“Well, at least we know Tedros and Agatha are still alive,” said Hester. 
“Let them worry about the first test. Our mission is to get Merlin out of the 
caves.” 

“If Merlin’s even there,” Dot noted. “Dovey was the one who told us to 
go to the caves. She could have been wrong, first off. Plus, those caves are 
dangerous. People go in and ten minutes later, they come out 50 years older. 
It’s been weeks since Merlin’s been gone. And he’s old to begin with.” She 
shook out a few scrolls that had flooded up her skirt. “Imagine when it rains 
here. Everyone’s knickers must be drenched.” 

“Just follow the smell of the sea,” Hester grouched, irritated that Dot 
was making sense for once. She tried to focus on the wet, salty scent, 
getting stronger and stronger. “That’s where the caves will be.” 

“Need to get there before sunrise or we’ll be in plain sight,” Anadil 
murmured. The witches pulled into the shadows as two upside-down 
ministers in purple suits padded across the beanstalk above them, gripping 
opened scrolls and whispering anxiously. 

Hester tailed beneath, catching phrases: “Rhian saved us from Tedros’ 
rebels...” “Cant let Tedros win . . .” “King is en route to Putsi... .” “Says 
the first answer is there...” 

The ministers sensed something, glancing down, but Hester was gone. 

Putsi? Why would Japeth go to Putsi? the witch thought, rejoining her 
friends as they hustled under toppled cottages. Nothing there but sand and 
geese... 

“Hester!” Anadil hissed, yanking her back— 

Distracted, Hester had almost barreled over a cliff. She peered down at 
the dark skyfloor, dropping off into infinite fog. 

“If you die and leave me with Dot, Pl find my way to hell just to kill 
you again,” said Anadil. 

“How romantic,” said Hester. Slowly, she inched towards the white, 
swirling mist, her boots scratching the cliff edge, but even close-up, she 


could see nothing through the fog. Nor could she locate the smell of salt 
water that led them here. 

Anadil’s nose twitched, noticing the same thing. “How did we lose an 
entire sea?” She probed over the cliff, squinting into fog— 

Her foot slipped. A hand pulled her back. 

“You catch me, I catch you,” said Hester. 

“Is that a Tedros line?” Anadil replied. “Are you quoting princes at 
me?” 

“Should have dropped you.” 

They noticed Dot behind them, pensive. 

“What is it?” Anadil asked. 

“Daddy’s ring,” Dot rasped. “The man who burned it . . . It was Bertie. I 
saw his face through his helmet. I keep trying to tell myself it wasn’t... 
But I know it was him. Daddy would never have let his ring fall into 
Bertie’s hands. He knew Rhian was after it. Daddy would have protected it 
until his last breath. Which means if Bertie had it . . .” Her eyes welled up. 

Hester looked at Anadil. Neither knew what to say. Both of them had 
lost their parents. They knew what it was like to be alone. Dot, now, was 
part of their tribe. Each took one of her hands, holding their friend close. 

“Maybe Daddy’s still alive,” Dot croaked, tears falling. “Maybe I’ve got 
it wrong?” 

Hester smiled as best she could. “Maybe.” 

“You’re my real family, you know,” Dot said softly to her friends. “And 
I know I’m a part of yours too. Even if you act like I’m not. Even if you 
two pretend you don’t need me. A coven is three. It has to be three. Because 
Pd be so lonely without you.” 

Now Hester had teared up, and so did Anadil, which only Hester could 
tell, since Ani’s face never moved, even when she was crying. 

“We love you, Dot,” Hester whispered, hugging her tight. 

“Even if sometimes we want to push you down a well,” said Anadil, 
joining the hug. 

“Now Pll look like a fat raccoon,” Dot muttered, wiping at her mascara 
and glancing upwards. “Oh, good heavens. That’s where it’s been!” 

Anadil and Hester looked up. 

The Savage Sea glittered high over their heads, where the sky should 
be, the dark waters extending into the wall of mist. 

“Caves must be up there too,” said Anadil. “In that fog...” 


“But how are we supposed to get up there?” Hester pressed. 
“Oh, that’s easy,” Dot sighed. 
Two witches turned to the third. 


“WALLS CAN BE useful,” said Dot as she climbed the fog. “Without a wall, 
you might not know where to begin. But a wall is a challenge. Put a wall in 
front of a witch and she’ll find her way past it.” 

Where Hester and Anadil had seen an impossible gap between skyfloor 
and sea, an insurmountable fog.... Dot had seen opportunity. 

With a lit finger, she’d turned the wall of fog to chocolate: the misty 
swirls now made of cocoa meringue, buttressed with sticky fudge to help 
the witches keep grip. One after the other, the witches climbed, Dot in the 
lead, the coven hidden by night. 

For the time being, at least, Hester mulled. Morning was coming fast. 
They’d been at it for ages and were barely halfway up the wall. Already 
they’d climbed so high that Hester’s demon was chapped, her nose ring 
frozen, and she couldn’t see the stars in the skyfloor anymore. Luckily, she 
wasn’t scared of heights. (What she was scared of was the wall’s sugary 
stench, which reminded her of babies and boyfriends and Easter bunnies, 
things Hester thought should be outlawed or dead.) 

“Let’s say we do make it up there,” Anadil puffed. “How will we get 
into the sea? We need to swim through to get to the caves. But we can’t just 
jump in the water. It’s upside down. Won’t we just fall out and die?” 

Hester looked up at the ocean, high over their heads, an undulating 
ceiling. “Let’s hope Dot has the answer to that too.” 

“T don’t,” said Dot, dripping sweat and fudge. “Really, I might go back 
to turning things to kale after this.” 

But they had bigger problems now, for the first rays of sun had broken 
through the skyfloor, lighting up the chocolate wall. 

Already Hester could see people in the vales, upside down and tiny as 
newts, stepping out from inverted houses, peering at a chocolate wall that 
had appeared overnight. 

“Climb faster,” Hester growled, shoving Anadil, who shoved Dot, but 
all three were flagging. 

“T wish I were Tedros,” Dot wheezed. “He has muscles.” 

“Rather die,” said Hester. 

“Same,” said Ani. 


Sunrays detonated through the iced meringue, refracting rainbow beams 
up the wall. Not only were the three of them visible now, but they were 
spotlit like roaches on an ice sculpture. Hester glanced down at upturned 
guards throttling through the village, armed with swords and headed for the 
clifftop. Even worse, heat was assaulting the wall, the sun rising full-force 
in the skyfloor. 

“Almost there,” Dot breathed, the sea getting closer. 

But every inch up seemed to slide them two inches down, the chocolate 
melting to goo under their hands, the meringue starting to crack. Down 
below, the Borna guards had leapt onto the wall, their bodies closing the 
gap with alarming speed. 

“How are they so quick?” Dot gasped. 

“They live on beanstalks! They spend their lives climbing!” said Hester, 
head-butting Anadil. “Hurry!” 

Each witch struggled up the meringue, pieces chipping off and hitting 
the witch beneath. By the time they were within arm’s length of the sea, the 
guards were more than halfway up the wall. 

Dot reached a hand into the waters overhead. “We need a way to stay 
upside down and swim,” she said, scanning the sea beyond the wall, 
shrouded in fog. “Caves must be out there somewhere.” 

“The sea around the caves is supposed to be poisonous,” said Ani, 
eyeing Dot’s wet, perfectly healthy hand. 

“Caves must not be that close, then,” Hester grimaced, before peeking 
down at the guards. “They’re getting closer, though.” 

“Wait a second,” Dot said, focused overhead. “Look.” 

Hester peered up at the waters, shimmering with sun. 

Except the shimmers were moving. It wasn’t sun. It was... fish. Big 
and small, swimming in an overturned sea. 

“How are they managing it?” Anadil wondered. 

Dot punched her hand into the fish-filled waters again, keeping it in 
longer, gauging something .. . Her eyes narrowed. “Only one way to find 
out,” she said. 

With a deep breath, she launched upwards, cannoning into the sea. 

“Dot, no!” Hester and Ani screamed, both prepared to catch their falling 
friend, even if it meant death for them all— 

Only Dot didn’t fall. 


“Currents!” she pipped, dangling from the water, her head upside down. 
“They hold you in place, like the air holds birds in the sky. Jump in!” 

Anadil didn’t hesitate, flinging herself up and bellyflopping onto Dot. A 
second later, the pair popped their heads out of the sea like lemurs, but 
Hester still hadn’t moved from her spot down the meringue. Fudge 
crumbled under her fingers, her body slipping. Below, she heard men’s 
shouts . . . the scrape of their boots against chocolate ... 

“You need to jump. Now,” Anadil demanded. 

Hester didn’t know how to put feelings into words: her fear of letting 
go... her inability to trust... the vulnerability of a leap... 

But a true friend can sense these things without them spoken. 

“Trust me,” said Anadil. 

Hester closed her eyes, launched high, and felt Ani’s embrace as they 
dunked underwater. The sea was warm, its currents viscous, sucking onto 
her body like the arms of a starfish. Hester opened her eyes to a miles-long 
drop to the sky below. She panicked, blood surging to her head, her limbs 
thrashing against the waves, but the warmth held her close and she couldn’t 
tell if it was Ani or the sea. Her head felt light and empty. Salt water slipped 
down her throat. Cold arms wrapped her tighter. Hester looked into Anadil’s 
eyes, the currents locking them together, fish brushing their legs. 

“Sorry to interrupt,” Dot chirped, “but what about them?” 

Hester glanced at the guards bounding higher. They were within ten 
yards, teeth bared, Lion badges hooked to their armor, reflecting a witch’s 
darkening glare... 

“What goes up must come down,” Hester vowed. 

Three friends lit their fingers. 

A helix of glow attacked the wall, red, green, and blue, crisscrossing 
and searing through chocolate. Fudge spewed into guards’ faces, the 
meringue cracking like glass. But the men kept climbing, the first guard 
within range of the sea. With a bloody yell, he primed to jump at Anadil. 
Hester locked eyes with him, redoubling her glow— 

The wall combusted under his hands. 

Chocolate, cream, and meringue shattered, spraying into the air, as the 
Borna guards plummeted, screams echoing before they were lost to the sun. 

“Let’s go,” Hester ordered, paddling upside down into fog. “Don’t know 
how long we’ ll last with blood filling our heads like this.” 


But Dot stayed in place, eyes pinned downwards, throat bobbing, as if 
their survival had come at a cost she wasn’t ready for. 

“Dot?” 

She turned to her coven mates, both shadowed in mist. 

Anadil’s red eyes pierced through. 

“They wouldn’t have mourned for you,” she said. 


ANADIL HAD ASKED a pertinent question: If the sea around the caves was said 
to be poisonous, why were the witches still alive? 

Prowling through fog, heads hanging out of the water, they hunted for 
the caves, alert for poison. But all they found was more inverted sea, the fog 
breaking to reveal open water again and again, until Hester’s head was so 
swollen with blood that she began to hallucinate tiny Easter bunnies. Anadil 
and Dot, too, were swimming slower and slower, their eyes rolling to the 
backs of their skulls, as if they were lost in their own visions— 

“Stop,” Hester said, throwing out her arm. 

Ani and Dot collided with her. 

Ahead, the upturned sea ended in a waterfall, plunging at impossible 
speed... 

. . into a new sea, down below, the sky restored overhead. 

“Who knew I'd be so excited for a sea to be where it should be,” Anadil 
said. 

“Waterfall must be the end of the kingdom,” Dot assessed. 

But any comfort the witches had in seeing the Woods right side up 
beyond the waterfall was offset by the hue of this distant sea, thick and red, 
the color of rust. And, in the middle of the sea: an island of towering rock. 
The surface of this rock looked like a clock face, with an opening to a cave 
at every hour—twelve Caves of Contempo in all. 

The cave openings were well-protected. First by a rim of sharp rock 
spikes around the perimeter of each cave. And second, by a mob of long, 
spiny-white creatures with black-toothed snouts, floating through the red 
sea around the island... 

“Crogs,” said Dot. 

“Special taste for girls,” Hester added, remembering the beasts that 
guarded the old School for Boys. 

“Maybe that’s what they mean by ‘poisoned’ sea,” Anadil guessed. 

A seagull glided over it, letting its feet touch the water— 


The bird vanished in an acid char of smoke. 

“No, they mean actually poisoned,” said Dot. 

Head hanging, Hester studied the waterfall ahead, a vertical straight 
shot, blue sea to red, upside down to right side up, a dividing line between a 
world in chaos and the hope of setting things right. 

Now they just had to find a way to cross it. 

“That’s a death plunge, first off,” Hester said. “Then poisoned water. 
Girl-eating crogs. Armored rock. Caves that mess with time.” 

“Can your demon fly us one by one?” said Anadil, voice stuffy from all 
the time inverted. “Like he did at the Four Point?” 

“That was a stone’s throw. This is half a mile,” Hester dismissed, her 
demon quivering, afraid to fly. “We need a cocoon or raft to ride in. 
Something to survive the fall.” 

“Made from what?” Anadil prompted. “What don’t crogs eat?” 

“Boys!” Dot piped, her face perilously red. “That’s how Sophie evaded 
them at school. By turning herself into a boy.” 

“Well, we don’t have that option, or is there something about you that 
we don’t know?” Hester blistered. 

“Crogs eat everything, though,” Dot lamented, watching the spiny 
creatures wrestle over the last of the seagull. “Well, except each other .. .” 

Hester wasn’t listening. 

She was watching a shadow in the fog behind Anadil, getting bigger... 
bigger... Hester’s finger glowed, prepared to attack— 

Slowly, she lowered it. 

It was a boat. 

A small dinghy, hanging out of the upturned water, made from white 
wood. 

No, not wood, Hester realized as it floated closer... 

“Bones,” she said, gaping at it. 

“Crog bones,” said Anadil, mystified. 

The boat had no passengers. No captain. 

Like a ghost ship, it moved silently, deliberately, until it stopped hard in 
front of the coven. Hester held her breath, shielding her friends— 

Two rats poked heads up from the prow, like stealth pirates. 

“My babies!” Anadil gasped. “You’re alive!” She hugged her pets to her 
chest, then spotted the scrapes and gashes on their bodies, their fur caked 


with dried blood. “What’s happened?” she asked and listened attentively as 
they babbled in her ear. 

“They found Merlin in the caves,” Anadil translated breathlessly. “Then 
one went to tell Dovey where he was, while the other built this boat, 
knowing the Dean would send someone to rescue him.” 

“Wait. How’d a rat build this? These are crog bones,” said Dot, 
bewildered. “How’d a rat kill crogs?” 

“Talented rats, remember?” Anadil grinned. 

The rats started inflating, bigger, bigger, the size of dogs, the size of 
tigers, the size of elephants, teeth sharpening to fangs. They loomed over 
Dot in the water— 

“T get it,” said Dot. 

The rats shrank down, showing off the wounds they’d gotten in the 
fight. But then they looked at Dot and seemed to remember something, their 
faces sobering. Together, they whispered to Anadil. The pale witch tensed, 
her gaze moving to the boat’s basin. 

Wedged between panels of bone was a bloody Sheriff’s badge, the gold 
crest of Nottingham dented and scratched. 

Dot went still. 

A rat flipped the badge over. 

The back was covered in desiccated fireflies, flickering with light, as if 
they’d held on to life as long as they could. 

Gently, the rat stroked the fireflies’ bellies. 

Shades of orange filled in across their bodies, forming a projection from 
the past. This was footage from the dark Woods, footage the fireflies had 
captured of the Sheriff of Nottingham, soaked in blood, cradled by Sophie 
as he spoke his last words. 

“Tell Dot... me and her mother . . . it was love,” the Sheriff breathed. 

The fireflies went dark. 

Slowly Hester and Anadil lifted eyes to the Sheriff’s daughter. 

“Those were scim wounds,” Dot said. She picked up her father’s badge. 
Held it close to her chest. “The Snake killed my dad. Japeth killed him.” 

There was a calm to her. A quiet rage. 

“Tedros will win the tournament. Even if I have to die to help him,” Dot 
promised, steel-cold. “Excalibur will take that scum’s head.” 

She turned to her friends. “Get in the boat.” 

Hester and Anadil obeyed. 


With the rats pushing from below, Dot seized on to the prow, teeth 
clenched, eyes afire, as the bone-boat surged forward, plummeting over the 
fall. 

She was the only one who didn’t scream. 


HESTER AND ANADIL clasped hands as the boat drifted through crogs, their 
crocodile snouts sniffing at the witches, drool coating their black teeth. 
Some snapped their jaws, others blew steam through nostrils, but none 
attacked, recognizing the threat of the bony vessel in which the girls rode. 

Dot was relishing their frustration, Hester noticed, the round-bellied 
witch posed with a foot atop the fore, Anadil’s rats on her shoulders, her 
dress stained with chocolate, like the least menacing sea captain ever. There 
were times over the years when Hester wondered if Dot was put in the right 
school . . . if her sweetness and sympathy and soft heart should have made 
her an Ever instead. But watching Dot clutch her father’s bloody badge, her 
eyes pinned to the brewing crogs, daring them, wanting them to attack, 
Hester sensed a darkness that her friend had held in reserve. 

A fly hovered near Dot’s ear. Pzzt. Pzzt. 

Dot snatched it dead. 

Hester and Anadil exchanged glances. 

Perhaps the School Master had placed their roommate well after all. 

As the boat approached the island, Hester saw that penetrating the caves 
would be no easy feat. First, there was a crumble of jagged rock, twenty 
feet high, before the main thrust of stone even began—a smooth, circular 
tower, rising off the crumble, with the entrance to the dozen caves 
symmetrically arranged at the hours, each opening barbed with closely 
packed spikes. To rescue Merlin, they’d have to scale the rock heap, 
regather at the base of the caves, and hope the one with the wizard was 
closer to the six o’clock end at the bottom than the twelve o’clock end up 
top. 

“Which cave is he in?” Anadil asked her rats. 

The rats squeaked back. 

“Two o’clock,” Anadil groaned. 

Hester wasn’t surprised. There was too much on the line for this to be 
easy. 

As the witches started climbing, another fly besieged Dot, this one 
peskier and more frenzied than the last. 


“Today is not the day to mess with me,” she seethed, swatting at it. 

“Wait!” Hester cried, staying her hand just in time. 

It wasn’t a fly. 

The witches kneeled atop a flattish rock, looking up at Tinkerbell, sour- 
faced and droopy-winged, clearly having flown a long way to see them and 
resenting both the journey and murder attempt. Panting hard, the fairy drew 
a wad of parchment from her green dress and stuffed it at Hester, who 
quickly opened it— 


Merlin’s Beard 
Bloodbrook Inn 


“Agatha’s handwriting,” said Anadil. 

“Merlin’s beard?” Dot questioned. “What kind of message is that?” 

“Answer to Tedros’ first test,” Hester decoded. “Merlin’s beard must be 
what the Green Knight wanted. Agatha’s telling us that they need it. That 
they need us.” 

“Why Bloodbrook Inn, then?” Anadil asked. 

“Halfway between Camelot and Borna Coric. Must be on their way 
there,” Hester ventured. “Bloodbrook’s inn is famously haunted. No one 
ever checks in. It’ll be a safe meeting place. Right, Tink?” She turned to the 
fairy. “We figured out Japeth is king. Killed Rhian and took his name. 
Which means the Snake’s trying to win the first test too.” 

Tinkerbell jingled, ratifying her conclusions. 

Relief burned through Hester’s chest. If Merlin’s beard was the answer, 
then clearly Japeth hadn’t figured it out. He was headed to Putsi, after all. 
Nowhere near the wizard. 

“This is why our side will win. Because we work together. Because we 
finish missions,” Hester boasted, reminding her friends that they’d doubted 
her. She turned to Anadil’s rats. “And you’re sure Merlin’s inside the caves? 
That he’s still alive?” 

The rats responded. “Heard him snoring under his cape,” Anadil 
translated. 

“Caves didn’t curse him, then,” Hester said, resuming her climb. “He is 
a wizard, after all.” She looked back at Tinkerbell. “Tell Agatha we’ll be 
there by nightfall.” 


Hester scaled higher, watching the fairy fly off. Dot and Anadil 
followed, the coven pulling over rocks swiftly, bolstered by Agatha’s 
message and the ease of this climb compared to sky-high chocolate. By the 
time the witches reached the base of the caves, clouds had moved in, a 
harsh rain falling. 

“Doesn’t look like anyone’s been here in a while,” said Anadil, 
scanning the island perimeter. “No footprints.” 

“For good reason,” said Dot. “Daddy told me the tale of “The Ill-Timed 
Queen.’ The Storian’s history of a queen who discovered the Caves of 
Contempo that didn’t obey time. One of these caves kept the queen and her 
king young forever. Meanwhile, their children continued to grow old, and 
soon older than her and the king. Unsettled, the queen tried another cave to 
keep pace with them, to age her and the king just enough . . . only to 
mistime it and revert her and the king to their real ages, well over a hundred 
years old, upon which they dropped down dead. That’s why, to this day, 
rulers of Borna Coric keep the caves fortified and off-limits—not just to 
stop trespassers from using them, but to stop themselves.” 

Hester thought back to those royal statues in the square: the king and 
queen, who looked younger than their own children... A fitting fairy tale 
for arealm upside down... 

Anadil’s rats were already bounding up the cave face, dodging the lethal 
spikes and landing on the barbs outside the two o’clock hole, squeaking 
urgently for the witches to follow. 

Dot probed one of the spikes around the lowest cave, drawing blood at 
the touch. “No way can we climb all the way up there without getting 
skewered like a kebab.” 

Hester looked into the rain. “Dot’s talent got us to the sea. Ani’s talent 
got us to the caves.” Her dark-painted lips curled into a grin. “My talent gets 
us inside.” 

The demon on her neck swelled with blood, teeth gnashing, claws 
flexing .. . this time, ready to fly. 


DoT was FIRST. Then Ani. By the time the demon flew Hester up, she felt 
the toll it had taken on them both. His heaving breaths sucked her lungs; his 
weakened muscles ached as her own. She didn’t know where she began and 
her demon ended. All she knew was between the torture to get to this island 


and now her soul pushed to its limits, she’d willingly sacrifice a few years 
of age to crawl into one of these caves and take a nap. 

Dot and Anadil were farther down the tunnel, staring upwards. 

Anadil blinked. “From the outside, I didn’t expect it to beso...” 

“Pretty,” said Dot. 

The cave walls were like an aurora borealis frozen in time, a bloom of a 
thousand neon glows, coated in a glittery sheen. Even Hester found herself 
hypnotized by the storm of colors, instinctively reaching a hand for the 
glitter— 

Loud squeaks stopped her. 

She looked at Anadil’s rats, eyes glowing up ahead. They shook their 
heads. 

Hester lowered her hand. 

Quickly, the witches tracked the rats through the bending caves, turning 
off at new forks every few paces, like an impossible maze. And yet 
somehow the rats knew their way, even with the colors changing at every 
turn—atomic orange, alien green, sizzling yellow—as if they were 
burrowing into the deepest part of a rainbow. Soon, they reached a new fork 
in the path, and for a moment, the two rats diverged, before they glanced at 
each other and began gibbering intensely. 

“Each is saying Merlin is the other way,” Anadil muttered. 

The rats persisted arguing, neither giving in. 

“Take Dot and go right,” said Hester. “TIl go left.” 

“And leave you on your own?” Anadil asked, wary. 

“Have your rat, don’t I?” said Hester. She patted her demon. “And him.” 

Anadil frowned at the shriveled tattoo on Hester’s neck, clearly in no 
shape to protect anyone, but Hester was already splitting off, following her 
rat. 

She kept her head down, the tunnel dimming as she went, the colors 
muting from fluorescing pastels to steel blues, amber browns, foggy grays. 
She could only see a few yards ahead now. Then Hester noticed a roach 
skittering overhead, lit by the glow of the ceiling. Suddenly glitter from the 
ceiling dusted its body, magically shrinking the roach into a young larva, 
oozing along... before glitter of another color coated it and aged it back to 
a mature insect . .. Onward the roach plowed, old then young, young then 
old, intent on its destination. Agatha had been a roach like this once, Hester 
remembered, trying to help Sophie find love. Little did Agatha know 


Sophie would be the real bug in her story. It was Sophie who’d kissed 
Rhian . . . Sophie who’d thought the Lion a friend instead of a foe... 
Sophie who’d confused Good with Evil . . . Fitting, wasn't it? That a mix- 
up had been the seed of all these thorns. For it had been a mix-up that had 
brought Sophie and Agatha to this world in the first place: two girls 
dropped into the wrong schools... 

Meanwhile, Hester made sure not to touch any walls. 

A rhythmic snuffle echoed from up ahead. Ffft... Ffft... Ffft... 

Hester’s muscles clamped. “Merlin?” she called out. 

Ani’s rat was scuttling faster now, into a dark part of the passage where 
the colors faded away. Hester couldn’t see anything: not the rat, not the 
walls, not even her feet. She lit her finger, casting red glow at a dead end 
ahead, a solid wall lacquered with glittery sheen. 

The snuffling grew louder. Ffft. Ffft. Ffft. 

“Merlin?” Hester tried again. 

The closer she got to the dead-end wall, the more she saw shimmer 
slipping off before magically replenishing, the glitter cascading to the stone 
floor of the cave. 

Then she saw it. 

Pressed against the wall, buried in glitter. 

A purple cape, swaddled around a lump, the snuffling emanating from 
beneath. 

Hester welled tears of relief. 

“Merlin, it’s me,” she gasped, rushing towards his cape. She knew better 
than to touch the glitter on it. Using her fingerglow, she magically swept the 
velvet away, flinging the glitter against a wall and revealing the wizard’s 
body beneath. 

Hester gasped. 

She fell backwards in shock, her demon letting out the screams Hester 
couldn’t get out of her own throat. 

No no no no no no. 

She turned to run . . . to find her friends ... to find help... 

“Hester!” a voice cried behind her. “Hester, come quick!” 

She turned to see Anadil sprinting towards her— 

It was only when the witches saw each other’s faces that they both 
stopped cold. 


Because whatever horror each had found in their cave . . . it seemed the 
other had found something worse. 


By THE TIME they made it to Bloodbrook, it was nightfall. 

The inn was pitch-dark, save a tiny flicker of light in a window on the 
top floor. 

They were prepared to stun the innkeeper, but the Ingertroll on duty was 
fast asleep, slumped over her guest book, a single name printed on an 
otherwise blank page. 


Agoff of Woodley Brink 


A sign next to the register warned: Do Not Disturb the Haunts. 

They tiptoed past the troll, witch one, two, and three. 

Up the stairs they slunk, in their usual formation. 

The door at hall’s end was unlocked. 

Agatha and Tedros sprung up from the bed, overcome with relief. So did 
Guinevere, Nicola, and Hort, lit by a single candle on a table. All of them 
looked exhausted—Hort, especially, itching at his receding fur and picking 
burrs out of his foot as if he’d wolf-carried the others here. 

“Where is he?” Agatha lunged breathlessly, accosting Hester and 
Anadil. “Where’s Merlin?” 

“And who’s this?” said Tedros, pointing at the woman with them. “You 
shouldn’t have brought strangers here. You know the risk—” 

“It's m-m-me,” the woman said, tears rising. 

Agatha and Tedros froze. 

Slowly the prince and princess honed in on her the same way Hester had 
when she’d first laid eyes on this paunchy, middle-aged matron with brown 
skin, thick curls, and a chocolate-stained dress. 

“Dot?” Agatha choked. “But...but...you're...” 

“Old,” Dot wept. 

The room went so still they could hear the sounds. 

Ffft. Efft. Ffft. 

Coming from under Hester’s arm. 

Horror trickled over Tedros’ face. 

“Hester... ,” he whispered, staring at the bundle in her grip. “Where’s 
Merlin?” 


Hester’s hands were shaking. 

She pressed the bundle down onto the bed. 

No one moved, listening to the snuffles beneath the purple velvet. 
Ffft. 

Ffft. 

It was Agatha who had the courage to unfold the cape. 
To reveal the wizard as he was now. 

The answer to Tedros’ first test. 

Merlin, the wise. 

Merlin, the powerful. 

Merlin, the sweet, 

sleeping, 

entirely beardless, 

baby. 


ce 10: 
AGATHA 
Think Like Me 


On the way to Bloodbrook, Agatha couldn’t shake the thought. That they 
were on the wrong track. 

She looked at Tedros next to her, clinging to Hort’s furry shoulder, but 
he was lost in his own haze, no doubt still processing what they’d seen in 
Sader’s history. A Green Knight connected by name to aSnake... 





As the man-wolf bounded through Bloodbrook’s crimson-leafed forest, 
Agatha knew they should be on the lookout. Japeth surely still had his 
magic map: the one that tracked their whereabouts. The Snake’s men would 
hunt them down wherever they went. Plus, they’d lost their fairy spies, 


who’d gotten so drunk on Pifflepaff’s cotton candy that Tedros had to cut 
them loose after Tinkerbell went to find the witches. 

But even knowing all this, Agatha struggled to keep watch. All she 
could think about was what Nicola and Guinevere had told her back in 
Pifflepaff. 

About the squirrel and the nut. 

“And you’re sure that’s what it said?” she pressed the first year and old 
queen, both cradled in Hort’s paws. “That Japeth is heading to Putsi?” 

“Ate the squirrelly nut and found the message inside,” said Guinevere, 
looking nauseous from the wolf ride. “Secret note from the Queen of Jaunt 
Jolie to her daughter, Betty. Told her she’d given Japeth the key to the first 
test. And that he was on his way to Putsi.” 

“Stealing the squirrelly nut was a holy mess,” sighed Nicola, covered in 
scratch marks. “With every leader against Tedros, Guinevere and I figured 
any royal squirrel might be carrying valuable information. But soon as this 
one saw us, it ran like the wind. Then its royal collar started shooting 
poisoned darts that almost got me in the head. I’d hardly learned magic at 
school—only managed to stun the squirrel’s back legs. Definitely saw our 
faces. Hope we don’t cross paths with it again.” 

“Murderous beavers, angry squirrels . . . What's with us and vermin?” 
Hort growled. 

“Why is Japeth going to Putsi, though?” Agatha contended, asking 
herself as much as the others. “If he knows the answer, he should be after 
Merlin. But Merlin isn’t in Putsi.” 

“Which means Japeth doesn’t know the answer,” Hort puffed. 

“So what did the Queen of Jaunt Jolie mean about giving him a key?” 
Agatha asked. 

Tedros snapped out of his daze. He looked at his princess edgily— 

A stuttering jingle sounded and they turned to see Tinkerbell collapse 
on Tedros’ shoulder, sweat-soaked and squeaking dully, like a bell dropped 
into mud. 

“The witches found Merlin,” Tedros translated, with a smile. “They’ll 
meet us in Bloodbrook.” 

Agatha slumped with relief against Hort’s fur. 

“Can’t Tink fairy-dust us there? My paws hurt,” Hort griped. 

“Tink’s dust isn’t the same as it used to be,” Tedros sighed. “Can only 
fly one of us at most.” 


Watching him fold Tinkerbell in his pocket, the fairy peacefully asleep, 
Agatha tried to feel the same peace . . . to hold on to the relief that Merlin 
was Safe... 

And yet, that squirrelly nut still bothered her. 

“Maybe the Queen of Jaunt Jolie is on our side,” Nicola offered, sensing 
her unease. “Giving Japeth false clues to lead him astray.” 

“Detective Nic at it again,” Hort said, patting her with his big thumb. 

Agatha stayed quiet. The Queen of Jaunt Jolie had made it a point not to 
cross Camelot to protect her children. Why would she risk it now? Agatha 
had that prickly feeling again. The one she had when the story was all 
wrong. The Snake wielded magic and intelligence. He was always a step 
ahead. So how’d he end up in Putsi? How’d he end up the fool? 

If Agatha had learned one thing from her fairy tale, it was this. 

Go looking for the fool and eventually, the path leads straight back to 
you. 


AGATHA GAZED AT baby Merlin fast asleep, snuffling beneath his coned hat, 
a half-smile on his face, somewhere in the wonderland of dreams. 

The princess turned and assessed her team: two stultified witches and a 
third grown old; a practically comatose prince; a shaken Reader and a 
helpless once-queen; and a weasel boy saronged in bedsheets, having burst 
out of his clothes to get them here. To safety. To victory. To a baby. 

With no beard. 

“Caves of Contempo aged Merlin in reverse,” Hester mumbled, the 
witch more undone than Agatha had ever seen her. “He can’t be more than a 
few months old.” 

“Ani and I were on the other side of the cave. The side that ages you 
forward,” said Dot, miserable at the sight of her jowly face, saggy arms, and 
frumpy curls in a mirror. 

“Told you not to touch anything, you idiot,” Anadil gritted, her two rats 
shaking their heads. “I told you.” 

“Tt was just a measly cockroach,” Dot puled. “They make for good 
chocolate . . . I didn’t see the dust on it...” 

“Considered de-aging Dot on my side of the caves,” said Hester, “but 
we were worried we’d end up with two babies.” 

Tedros buckled against a wall. “This can’t be happening . . .” His face 
reddened like he’d been slapped. “HOW IS THIS HAPPENING! How are 


1? 


we supposed to get Merlin back 

“How are we supposed to get his beard?” Hort clarified. 

Agatha inched closer to Merlin and his rosy cheeks, his starry purple 
cape fanned around him, as if he was floating in a sea. His plush hat had 
shrunk to a baby’s bonnet, drooped over his head. Fists at ears, he shivered 
in his sleep, lips coated with drool. He was so peaceful, so unaware. But as 
Agatha drew closer, a low sound echoed. Monstrous forms bulged out of 
the red walls: horned faces and knife-long claws, stretching against the 
wallpaper and looming over the baby from every direction. 

Agatha froze. 

So did the walls. 

Tedros rushed to protect his princess— 

Hester barred him. 

“Haunts,” she warned. “Faster you move, faster they move.” She turned 
to Agatha. “Get the baby. Slowly.” 

Agatha took another step. The haunts resumed their prowl towards 
Merlin, gnarled bodies swelling against the wallpaper, krrck, krrck, krrck, 
like the crushing of ice. 

Now both Tedros and Hort surged to help— 

The haunts spun sharply in the boys?’ direction, then swooped for 
Merlin. 

“Stay back!” Agatha gasped at the boys, the creatures stretched so far 
out of the wall that their papered claws kissed Merlin’s face. Agatha lunged 
to grab him— 

“Careful,” Nicola breathed. “Fairy tales are filled with demon babies.” 

Agatha hesitated. Her fellow Reader was right. They didn’t know the 
extent of the wizard’s transformation. They didn’t know his powers 
anymore. They didn’t even know what side he was on. But the haunts’ 
claws were gathering under him from all sides, lifting the baby off the bed, 
towards the ceiling, where another set of claws stretched out of the plaster 
to receive him. 

No time for fear. 

Agatha seized Merlin’s soft, stubby arms. 

The ghosts wrested them back. 

Agatha latched her fists onto Merlin’s body, enduring a silent tussle, 
human against haunt. The more firmly she pulled, the harder the ghosts 
resisted, grappling the baby higher, the child caught between worlds. Merlin 


was well over her head now, her arms at full reach. Standing on tiptoes, 
Agatha struggled to force the baby down. Hard talons curled around her 
hands, the bulging wallpaper rough against her skin. Finger by finger, the 
haunts pried Merlin from Agatha, until only her thumbs clung on— 

“No!” she cried. 

Merlin’s big blue eyes flew open. 

The infant saw the haunts, his face coloring with fear. Then his eyes 
darted to Agatha, twinkling with recognition... 

He farted with a cannon’s strength, a blast so swift and loud that the 
haunts dropped him into Agatha’s arms and shot back into the walls. 

The wizard child shrieked with delight as a terrible smell filled the 
room. 

Tedros wheezed with horror, while the rest shrank for cover. (Tinkerbell 
groggily poked out of the prince’s pocket, only to sniff the air and pass out 
once more.) 

“Worse than a dungbomb,” Hort rasped, under the bed. 

The baby clapped his hands and flashed a gummy smile at Agatha. 
“Mama!” he squeaked. 

“We’re doomed,” Tedros moaned. 

The others muttered in agreement. 

But Agatha didn’t flinch. Not at the smell (she’d grown up in a 
graveyard). Nor at the infant in her arms. This wasn’t a demon child. This 
was Merlin, who’d chosen her over the haunts. Merlin, who’d just saved 
himself. She gazed down at the beaming wizard, blowing spit bubbles. At 
the moment, a baby had more nerve than its rescuers. 

“We’re not doomed,” said Agatha, turning to her prince. “Your father 
left you three tests. Tests, Tedros. This is part of the tournament. Things 
going wrong. You can bet Japeth won’t give up at the first sign of trouble.” 

The room went quiet. 

Tedros glared back at her. 

It was a harsh thing to say. Especially since Agatha was just as scared 
and bereft as he was. But if she had to act like the king to force her prince to 
stand up, then she’d do what she had to. Even if her words hurt. 

His hot blue eyes locked into hers, fully aware of what she was doing. 
Tedros’ anger cooled to guilt . . . then to steel. The Lion had stirred. 

“Witches,” he said. “Go back to school. Tell the teachers everything 
that’s happened and find an aging spell that can reverse the cave’s curse. 


Send word to us once you find it.” He saw Dot quivering in the corner and 
gave her a wink. “Get Dot back to her young and beautiful self while you’re 
at it.” 

Dot went pink, looking embarrassed but standing up straighter. Agatha 
knew the gift of Tedros’ charm, even in the direst of moments. 

“Nicola,” the prince went on. “Go with my mother to Jaunt Jolie. Find 
out what their queen meant about giving Japeth a key. I spent time with 
Betty, the queen’s daughter, when I was young; Queen Jacinda’s loyalties to 
the Snake might be softer then they seem. Agatha and I will stay here. 
Putsi’s the neighboring kingdom to the north, which means Japeth is close. 
But as long as we have Merlin, we’re ahead of him. Once the witches find 
an aging spell, we’ll restore Merlin’s years, take the beard ourselves, and be 
on to the second test.” 

“Something’s bothering me,” Dot pitched, gnawing on her fingernails. 
“The scroll said we’d find the answer to the first test where wizard trees 
grow—” 

“Not this nonsense again,” Hester scowled. “The answer is Merlin’s 
beard. Not some tree.” 

“Then why did the test mention trees at all?” Anadil contested. 

Agatha felt that prickling unease again. That niggling doubt that 
plagued her on the way here. 

“Wizard trees aren't real,” Guinevere reassured, siding with Hester. 
“Just an expression. Comes from a fairy tale. About a tree that once grew at 
the Four Point.” 

“People thought the tree had magical powers. That it could answer any 
question you asked it,” said Tedros. “Each of the Four Point leaders wanted 
the tree for themselves. That's how the Four Point War started. The war that 
killed Dad. Over a tree. In the end, they found it didn't have any powers at 
all. Just an ordinary birch. Storian told its tale as a warning.” 

“Think I read that story,” Nicola remembered. “The tale of a king who 
asked a wizard tree a question and climbed it, looking for the answer, but 
each branch just grew into another tree and then another, until he climbed 
so high he was burned by the sun... .” 

“See? Just a red herring to throw us off,” Hester chastised Anadil. “But 
if you’d like to go hunting for wizard trees with Dot, be my guest. I’ll go to 
school alone and find a spell that can actually save us.” 

Agatha trusted Hester’s confidence, her doubts lifting. 


“Should we use the Flowerground from Bloodbrook to get to school?” 
Anadil reversed, appeasing her tattooed friend. “Never stations are lax 
about security. We can pretend to be Dot’s daughters. Should keep us from 
being recognized.” (Dot let out a fresh wail.) 

Meanwhile, Guinevere huddled with Nicola: “Jaunt Jolie is a few miles 
north. We’ll be there by sunrise. Getting an audience with the queen is 
another matter. Knights of the Eleven protect her kingdom and they’re 
fearsome warriors.” 


“Two women alone might just slip through . . . ,” said the first year. 
“Pll come with you,” Hort insisted. 
Nicola hesitated. 


“You don’t want me to?” the weasel asked. 

“Of course I do. It’s just a boy will mess up our plan—” 

“A boy? I’m your boyfriend!” Hort blasted. “I’m not allowed to even 
look at Sophie, my soulmate, but you can slag me off like I’m any old boy 
off the street!” 

“And here I thought I was your soulmate,” Nicola replied. 

Hort blinked at her, realizing what he’d said. 

“Stay here with me, mate,” Tedros piped awkwardly, slapping a hand on 
his shoulder. “A man-wolf may come in handy.” 

“Get a talent of your own, why don’t you,” Hort murmured, but Tedros 
was already hastening the rest through the door. 

“Report back when you can,” the prince ordered. “Sooner we finish the 
first test, the closer we are to killing the Snake.” 

The witches hustled out, along with Nicola and Guinevere, no one 
offering goodbyes. Nicola slammed the door behind her. 

They were alone now: Agatha, the prince, and the weasel. 

In a haunted room. 

With a cursed child. 

“Buggered that up, didn’t 1?” Hort mumbled, his eyes lingering where 
Nicola had left. 

Tedros ignored him and huddled over Agatha’s shoulder, the two of 
them peering down at Merlin, the infant’s giggles replaced by a calm, 
intense stare. 

“How’d he stay alive for so long in that cave?” Tedros wondered. 

“Must be hungry,” Hort said, cramming next to the prince. “How do we 
feed a baby?” 


The two boys turned to Agatha. 

“Don’t look at me,” Agatha shot back. 

The baby made a gurgling noise and his wards glanced down to see 
Merlin clutching his tiny hat, lapping up milk, magically bubbling up from 
inside it. 

“Wizard baby, indeed,” Tedros marveled. 

Merlin fussed as he finished, wiggling in Agatha’s arms. 

“Think you’re supposed to burp him,” said Hort. 

“Be my guest,” Agatha said, thrusting Merlin at the weasel. 

Tedros intercepted him, taking the baby against his chest and gently 
thumping his back. 

“Hi, M,” he whispered. 

The baby belched softly, wrapping a tiny hand around Tedros’ thumb 
and the other around Agatha’s. Princess and prince couldn’t help but smile 
at each other. 

“Thought you two were supposed to get married first,” said Hort sourly. 
“You know. Before having a baby.” 

Agatha shot him a look. 

“Thank the stars I wasn’t an Ever,” Hort grouched. “Zero sense of 
humor.” 

“Mama,” the baby said, clamoring for Agatha. 

“Think he likes you better,” Tedros said, parceling him back to his 
princess. Agatha reached out, taking him— 

The baby disappeared. 

Everything disappeared. 

Agatha was alone in the Celestium, the sky purple around her. 

A bearded man sat beside her on a cloud, returned to full age. 

“Merlin?” Agatha said, stunned. 

The old wizard didn’t look at her. Instead, he gazed straight ahead... at 
a sky full of stars, rearranging into a constellation . . . a pattern Agatha 
recognized . . .a symbol she’d seen only a short while before . . . 

Merlin turned to her. 

“Think like me,” said the wizard. 

Then he was gone. 

The Celestium too. 

Agatha was back at the inn, inside a muggy, dim room, her prince at her 
side, a baby in her arms. 


Except the wizard child was watching her now, with a cryptic smile. 

You did that, Agatha thought. 

Merlin smiled wider. 

“What is it?” Tedros asked, confused by Agatha’s silence. Clearly, 
neither he nor Hort had been transported. Neither had seen what she had. 

Quickly, the princess lit her fingerglow. She drew it in the air with 
slashes of gold... the pattern she’d found inside Marian’s Arrow and now 
again in the Celestium . . . the clue that both Robin Hood and Merlin had 
wanted her to see... 





“This,” she said, swiveling to the boys. “What is it?” 
Hort and Tedros exchanged glances. 

“Crest with geese on it... ,” Hort pondered. “Putsi?” 
“Definitely Putsi,” said Tedros, before looking at Agatha. “Why?” 
Agatha looked down at the baby, staring right at her. 
Think like me. 

Think like me. 

Think like— 

Agatha’s heart thumped. 

Putsi. 

Now she remembered. 

That file. 


The one they’d dismissed. 

That’s where she’d seen the kingdom’s name. 

Deceased. 

Buried in Vault 41. 

Bank of Putsi. 

“Sir Kay’s file. The one in the Living Library,” Agatha breathed. 
“Japeth isn’t going after Merlin. He’s going after Merlin’s beard.” She 
looked up at Tedros. “The Snake knows the answer to the test.” 

Tedros scoffed. “Impossible. How could he know my father’s secret?” 

“Because Japeth and Sir Japeth are linked somehow. The Snake and the 
Green Knight. There must be more to the story than we know,” said Agatha, 
swaddling Merlin tight. “Come on. We have to get to Putsi. That’s where 
the beard is—” 

“But we have the beard!” Tedros fought. “Once we find an aging spell, I 
mean—” 

“Not that beard! The beard the Green Knight cut from Merlin! The 
beard that had the wish! It must be buried with Kay’s body in Putsi!” 
Agatha said, feeling the wizard baby grip her harder, as if she was on the 
right track. “That’s the ending to this test. The beard. The original beard. 
The beard your nemesis is about to steal!” She shuttled Merlin to the door. 
“We have it all wrong. We’re going to Putsi!” 

“But that’s where the Snake is!” said Hort. 

“For a reason!” Agatha said. She trusted the baby in her arms more than 
two boys’ fears. The same way she should have trusted the Snake’s 
movements over her own. “Hurry. If it’s the next kingdom east, we can go 
on foot!” 

“Weasel’s right,” Tedros argued, not following her. “Can’t take Merlin 
near Japeth. He could steal the wizard from us—we’d be handing him our 
best weapon—” 

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM! 

Pulsing slams thundered outside, like a cosmic hammer shattering the 
sky. 

Baby Merlin started screaming, hands at his ears. 

Clutching him tight, Agatha rushed to the window, the two boys 
flanking her. 

To the east, moonlight shined down on green shoots rising, reaching up, 
up, up, over the land... 


A tree, shimmering against the night, each branch blossoming into a 
new tree, which spawned more trees from its boughs, hundreds of them, 
thousands, higher and higher, wider and wider, the lattice of trunks and 
branches vanishing into the clouds. 

For a split second, Agatha thought she saw bodies tossed between 
branches, human bodies, the size of acorns or leaves— 

A cry echoed on the wind. 

A cry she knew. 

Clouds passed over the moon, sweeping the east into darkness. 

Whatever she’d seen faded into the night, like a vision or a dream. 

Three pairs of eyes stayed glued out the window, into the void. 

Merlin’s too, his shrieks gone quiet. 


“Uh, guys?” Hort swallowed. “I’m sure it’s just me... But did that 
kinda look like . . . you know .. .” He spun to his friends. “A wizard tree?” 
Agatha held her breath. 


One look at Tedros’ face and she knew what they were both thinking. 
Yes, Hort. 
Yes, it did. 


ces 11 = 
SOPHIE 
Vault 41 


The witch was back. 

Sophie strutted through the feather-strewn streets of Putsi, her hair 
bloodred and cropped into a bob, her white dress skintight and beaded with 
sharp red spikes. 





It was listening to her now, Evelyn Sader’s old dress. Helping to 
disguise her. Melding to her desires. Doing exactly what she wanted it to 
do. She didn’t trust it, of course. But as long it was on her side, she’d use it 
to her advantage. 


Putsi’s hoggishly pale citizens shot her looks, yet no one recognized her. 
They’d all watched the same spellcast. As far as they knew, Sophie was still 
a blond angel, playing house at Camelot, tending to her king. 

How dare he, Sophie raged. How dare he hijack her mind. How dare he 
control her. 

No one controlled her. 

No one. 

What a coward, she thought. Rhian, at least, had battled her on fair 
terms. 

Japeth cheated. 

Her ears still throbbed where she’d ripped out those scims. 

The reckoning was nigh. 

That’s why she’d come to Putsi. 

To find him. 

To stare into his eyes as she cut out his heart. 

Until now, she’d been fighting for her friends. To get Tedros and Agatha 
their Ever After. 

Not anymore. 

She was fighting for herself now. 

Japeth had made this personal. 

But how to find him? 

All she knew is that he and Kei had set course for this birdbox 
yesterday. Hoping to track them, Sophie had stolen one of Camelot’s horses 
and made it to Gillikin, where she’d caught a fairy flight from the market. 

Wedged on the sea between Kyrgios and Glass Mountain, Putsi was less 
a kingdom and more a port of entry, managed by cantankerous goose guards 
with shiny green hats, who registered new ships at the docks and patrolled 
the crowded streets, stopping and frisking passersby. (“Foreigners on the 
rise!” a goose squawked. “Can’t trust anyone!”) From what Sophie could 
glean, these “foreigners” were arriving via ships, from lands far, far away: a 
different side of the Endless Woods, beyond the mapped realms, with names 
like Harajuku and Mount Batten and Tsitsipas. 

“Name. Kingdom. Business,” a goose blared at each new body coming 
off a boat. 

“Bao of Vasanta Vale,” said a muscled boy with a pet griffin. “Here on 
royal business for the Sugar Queen.” 


The goose cuffed Bao in a metal collar. “Sugar Queen has no power 
here. King Rhian is ruler of these Woods. You’re restricted to Putsi’s 
borders until your hearing. Attempts to cross into other kingdoms will 
activate your collar, causing instant death.” 

“When’s my hearing?” Bao asked. 

“A hearing will determine when your hearing is,” the goose said. 
“Next!” 

The dusty port was packed with these collared immigrants, seeking 
clearance into the Woods, along with sour natives, resentful of sharing their 
city. Word of the tournament had spread here too, with merchants selling 
cheap Lion crowns for Rhian supporters and Snake crowns for Tedros’. No 
one was buying the latter. It’d been like this in Gillikin too, Sophie thought. 
Arthur’s will taken seriously. Rhian the presumed winner. They had no idea, 
of course, that Rhian wasn’t Rhian. That the real Snake was their king. A 
traitor to everything Arthur stood for. 

Sophie combed the streets, hunting for Japeth. But there were neither 
signs of his or Kei’s horses, nor a royal palace, where he’d have been 
received— 

A trumpet of squawks erupted overhead, as hundreds of geese flew 
towards the docks from all over the kingdom, awaiting an incoming ship. 

No, not a ship, Sophie saw, milling closer. 

A palace, floating in from offshore, mint-green with gold minarets, 
scorched in places as if it had been recently attacked. Goose guards kept 
patrol on the balconies. 

The doors flung open and down the dock came Empress Vaisilla, crystal 
crown askew, swaddled in a goose-feather stole. She paraded past the goose 
captain, who hustled to keep up, his army of winged guards waddling 
behind, the Empress throwing shaded looks at anyone with a monitoring 
collar. 

“Good-for-nothings,” the Empress murmured as Sophie eavesdropped. 
“Kingdom Council votes to let them in, because they don’t have to deal 
with them. ‘Vaisilla’s problem! Let them overrun her land like pests!’” Her 
shoes squashed through goose dung. “Perhaps King Rhian will have sense 
to ignore the Council and close our borders once and for all—” 

She turned sharply and barreled straight into Sophie. 

“Idiot,” Empress Vaisilla hissed, shoving past her and sidling closer to 
her captain. “Rhian is riding to the bank. We’ll meet him at Albemarle’s 


office. Listen to this: I’ve heard from my spies in Camelot that Sophie’s 
gone missing from the castle and might be joining the rebels . . . Seems 
she’s up to her old tricks. Send our scouts into the Woods. If we catch her, 
we’ ll arrange a trade to Rhian for a seal on our borders—” 

Her eyes widened. She stopped cold and whirled to the idiot she’d 
bumped into... 

But all she found was feathers and dust. 


ALBEMARLE. 

Sophie knew that name. 

Tedros had a business card with it: Albemarle, Bank Manager. He’d 
found the card with a bank ledger for “Camelot Beautiful” amongst Lady 
Gremlaine’s letters to King Arthur. 

Now Sophie just needed to find this bank manager and wait for Japeth 
to arrive... 

The Bank of Putsi imposed against the sunset, a circular, jade-green 
fortress, crowned with flags from around the Woods. Carved into the face of 
the bank was a gold inscription: 


BETWEEN GOOD AND EVIL 
LIES 
TRUST AND TRADITION 


Here, there were no goonish geese or chaotic mobs; the streets were 
clean and lined with sword-armed men, their chainmail branded with crests 
from an array of kingdoms, as if the area around the bank was a protected 
zone, like the Four Point. 

As she darted up the steps, Sophie glanced over the rail at a fenced-in 
plot, where visitors to the bank had secured their horses, magic carpets, and 
other transports. Still no sign of Rhian’s or Kei’s horses. Squawks echoed 
and she turned to see the Empress and her goose caravan nearing the bank. 
Sophie barreled up the last steps, flashing a flirty smile at a guard with a 
flip of her new red hair, then scooted through the doors before he could get 
a better look. 

The interior of the bank was a jade temple, rising in a cylindrical hollow 
to three different levels rimmed by floor-to-ceiling glass, each glass panel 
stenciled with lettering. The first level up: BRONZE BANKING, packed 


with patrons in line; the second level: SILVER BANKING, with neon- 
haired nymphs serving rose water to customers on couches; and the top 
level, almost higher than Sophie could see, DIAMOND BANKING, 
obscured by tinted glass. Meanwhile, the bank’s atrium, rising all the way to 
the ceiling, held three statues of gold phoenixes, frozen midair in different 
poses, like a pretentious art installation. 

A bank manager would be somewhere up there, Sophie thought. But 
there were no staircases on the lobby level. No receptionists or concierge. 
Down here, the marble was completely bare, except for a quick-moving line 
of customers waiting for something. Sophie cut to the front, spotting three 
white circles on the floor. One of these circles started glowing, words 
materializing inside: NEXT CUSTOMER. 

The first woman in line, an elegant dowager, stepped into the circle— 

Instantly one of the phoenixes came alive, swooping down and seizing 
her so fast Sophie almost missed it. The statue flew the woman up to the 
Silver Level and deposited her through the opening in the glass, before the 
bird refroze in the atrium, the other two phoenixes already plunging for 
their next customers. 

Not an art installation, after all. 

Down in the lobby, Sophie inched closer to the circles, noticing the 
other customers shooting her threatening looks: humans, mogrifs, elves, 
ogres alike... 

The next circle glowed. 

“Sorry, darling,” Sophie chimed, cutting off a troll. 

A phoenix dove and swept her into gold-metal wings, glaring hard at 
her with fire-colored eyes. 

“Bank manager, please,” Sophie ordered. 

The phoenix threw her onto the Bronze floor, where she landed in front 
of a desk, manned by a smelly, single-browed hag. Sophie noticed her name 
tag: 


Goosha G. 
NEW ACCOUNTS 


“Poor, Rich, or Filthy Rich?” Goosha inquired, tapping on her desk, a 
magical tablet Sophie couldn’t quite see. 

“I'd like to speak with Albemarle,” Sophie replied. 

“Albemarle handles Diamond accounts only,” Goosha snipped. 


“Camelot Beautiful,” Sophie said. “That’s my account.” 

The hag gave her a prunish look. Tap, tap, tap into her desk.... 

She went still. 

Goosha smiled up at Sophie. Fake and tight. The kind Sophie gave to 
everyone in the world except Agatha. “Thank you for banking with us. PH 
fetch Albemarle. Wait right here.” 

She tapped a few more things, shot Sophie another cramped smile, and 
headed into a back office. 

Sophie immediately leaned over the desk. Red words screamed against 
a black background— 


IMPOSTOR ALERT 
KILL ON SIGHT 


In the desk’s reflection, Sophie glimpsed armed guards coming from the 
left. She turned and saw more from the right. 

Alarms pealed through the bank: wild and deafening, like a heartbeat 
out of control. The tinted glass around Diamond Level morphed to iron, 
locking the floor in. 

“THERE!” a cloying voice cried. 

Sophie’s eyes flew to the Empress in the lobby, pointing up at her, the 
Empress’s goose captain and guards spearing towards Sophie’s head, beaks 
sharp as daggers. 

Left, right, down . . . she was cornered from all sides— 

Except one. 

Sophie was already charging for the glass, kicking up into a flying leap 
and smashing through the pane, a glitter-rain of shards cascading over her 
as she fell past storming geese and plummeted through the atrium .. . 

... Straight onto the back of a phoenix. 

The metal phoenix screeched and thrashed to life, trying to throw 
Sophie off its spine. Overhead, the Empress’s geese swerved, dive-bombing 
Sophie and stabbing her with their beaks, drawing blood from her arms and 
thighs. More and more geese came, Sophie too besieged to light her finger, 
the birds slashing her head and neck, their hellish squawks melding with the 
alarms. Panicked crowds scattered from the Bronze and Silver Levels as 
Sophie’s bucking phoenix accidentally batted geese through windows. 


Sophie couldn’t see anymore, her field of view nothing but feathers and 
blood and falling glass, her breaths shallowing with pain— 

Then it stopped. 

Geese went limp and dropped out of the air, impaled by small red 
spikes. 

Red spikes from Sophie’s dress. 

One by one they fell dead at the Empress’s feet, splattering her with 
blood. 

Empress Vaisilla let out a howl of anguish, patrons fleeing around her. 

Gobsmacked, Sophie looked down at her dress, pure white now, all the 
red spikes gone. 

For the second time, the dress had come to her rescue. 

Evelyn Sader’s dress. 

Why? 

No time to think about it. 

A statue was still trying to kill her. 

Make that three statues. 

As her phoenix tried to fling her off, its two sisters were upon her, 
bludgeoning Sophie with iron wings. Together, the three statues grappled 
her in a headlock, wresting her higher, yet somehow Sophie still clung tight. 
But now she realized the birds’ plans, the three hemming her close and 
surging towards the ceiling, faster, faster, about to crush her against the 
stone. Sophie tried to defend herself, but they had a steel hold. Fight fair, 
she seethed. No one fights fair. Fear and rage ripped through her blood, 
lighting up her fingertip— 

The statues bashed her into the ceiling at full speed, wings crumpling to 
shrapnel, before the wreckage plunged, cratering into the lobby and 
imploding the floor. 

The alarms softened . . . then stopped. 

A dull silence faded over the bank, as guards and patrons peeked out at 
the carnage of glass, metal, and dust. 

Slowly, the misshapen phoenixes grunted to life, staggering out of the 
crater, their smooth gold bodies steeling back to form. They smiled at the 
Empress, expecting to be rewarded for their cleverness, for obliterating the 
intruder... 

But the Empress wasn’t looking at them. 


She was staring at the ceiling, where statues and prisoner had dashed 
against stone. 

Four bodies went up. 

Vaisilla had seen it herself. 

But only three had come down. 


MOGRIFYING OUT OF danger was a cheater’s game. 

But as Sophie fluttered beneath the doorway of the Diamond Level and 
down serene hallways sealed from the chaos outside, she didn’t feel the 
slightest twinge of guilt. In her years at school, Good and Evil played by the 
rules. 

But in the Camelot years? 

Play by the rules and you die. 

Choosing a blue butterfly had been cheeky, but even in the worst 
danger, Sophie had to find a way to have a little fun. It was Evelyn Sader 
who’d started all this: the twins’ wicked mother, who’d duped King Arthur 
and borne his heirs. 

At least that’s what she’d seen in Rhian’s blood crystal. 

Except Japeth had denied it to Tedros at the wedding. She’d heard his 
voice inside that bubble, the scim tuned to the ones inside her head. Japeth 
had told the prince that he wasnt Tedros’ brother . . . that he wasn’t 
Arthur’s son at all... 

Truth, Lies, Present, Past... It was all mixed up now. 

But sorting it out took short shrift to Sophie’s mission. 

Finding the Snake. 

The Diamond Level was a luxurious fantasy, even by Sophie’s 
standards. As her butterfly wove through, she spotted patrons getting 
manicures and massages, others partaking in caviar and champagne, even 
one doing yoga while a bank teller recited the status of their accounts. 
Unnaturally perfect plants spritzed rosy fragrance into the air, while a choir 
of green geckos floated in a soap bubble singing dulcet tones. Aside from 
the guards lining the iron-sealed glass, whispering into Lion badges on their 
armor, in touch with their colleagues outside, there were no signs that 
anything in the bank was amiss. Sophie drifted closer to the guards to listen. 

“No sign of Sophie up here, Empress,” a guard murmured into his 
badge. “Yes, Empress. As you wish.” 


He whispered to his fellow guard. “Empty the floor. King Rhian just 
arrived. He’s been briefed on the intruder situation. Wants privacy with the 
Bank Manager.” 

Guards began rounding up tellers and patrons—a security situation, they 
insisted; the floor had to be cleared. 

Sophie’s wings beat faster. Japeth would be here any minute. She 
needed to find Albemarle’s office and take the Snake by surprise. 

Her butterfly zipped through halls, scanning workers’ name tags: 
Rajeev, Vice President . . . Francesca, Vice President . . . Clio, Vice 
President . . . everyone a Vice President . . . but now Sophie spotted a room 
set off from everything else, its door heavy and onyx-black. 

BANK MANAGER, the plaque read. 

Sophie squeezed beneath the door, the space so tight it trapped her. 
She’d thought she’d finally shed Evelyn’s dress when she mogrified, but 
now she could feel it burning against her thorax as if it was still on, the 
dress sure to reappear the second she reverted. She jammed harder under 
the door, about to rip her wings—oooof— 

And she was through. 

Albemarle, the Bank Manager, was in the heat of conversation with a 
customer— 

Sophie’s butterfly leapt in shock. 

Albemarle! The woodpecker! 

The one from the School for Good and Evil, responsible for tallying 
ranks! 

Sophie had known his name, of course, but she’d never entertained that 
a middleman at school might be moonlighting at the Woods’ most 
prestigious bank. And yet, here he was, with his white spectacles and red- 
topped head, perched on a desk, with a massive steel vault looming behind 
him, as he argued heatedly with a patron. 

That was the other surprise. 

Seated opposite Albemarle was a skeletal woman with stringy gray hair, 
a high forehead, and thin, cutting eyes. 

Sophie recognized her at once. 

Bethna. 

The third Mistral Sister, who’d been missing from Camelot. 

“You cannot freeze a Diamond account,” she contended. “It’s our gold 


„ 


“It’s my bank to manage,” said Albemarle. “And it’s clear Camelot 
Beautiful is a fraudulent account. You and your sisters have been stealing 
Camelot funds and stashing them here for years. And now, voila, the funds 
flow back to Camelot, just in time for the new king to spend it.” 

“Irrelevant,” Bethna dismissed. “It’s Rhian’s money now.” 

“It's Camelot’s money,” Albemarle replied. “And per Arthur’s will, 
Camelot currently has no king to make use of that money. Not until the 
Tournament of Kings is won. So until Excalibur names the victor, this 
account is frozen.” 

“Let’s see what your superior has to say,” Bethna challenged. “Someone 
who I’m sure doesn’t spend his free time playing janitor for students.” 

“The bank chose a woodpecker family to manage its accounts for the 
same reason the school did: we are planners, by nature. Which means my 
only superior is my father like his father before him and neither is alive for 
you to appeal to. As for my time at school, I’m lucky that my wings have 
afforded me a part-time position there when I’m not taking appointments at 
the bank. And I was even luckier to serve under Clarissa Dovey, who your 
king saw fit to execute. Like me, Professor Dovey believed money meant 
little without a compass for spending it.” Albemarle stared Bethna down. 
“And like Clarissa did, I find students more worthwhile than the old and 
corrupt.” 

Bethna stood up. “When King Rhian gets here, he will correct your 
error.” 

“My spy tells me Rhian seeks access to Vault 41,” said the woodpecker, 
feathers puffing. “A vault that belongs to the Four Point kingdoms. Rhian 
may be planning to enter Vault 41, but I have plans to stop him. It doesn’t 
matter if those in Putsi and elsewhere slave to Rhian’s word. I am master of 
these safes. I decide who enters.” Albemarle stood tall against the steel 
vault. “Because only my touch can unlock them.” 

The door to the office flew open. 

“Good to know,” said a voice. 

Gilded scims ripped across the desk, impaling Albemarle’s body. 

Sophie’s butterfly lunged into the comer, barely eluding Japeth’s boot as 
the Snake swept into the bank manager’s office, followed by Kei. 

The scims returned to Japeth’s blue-and-gold suit as he kneeled down 
and plucked a feather from the woodpecker’s corpse. Sickened, Sophie 


turned away, before she peeked back to see the Snake approach the steel 
door behind the desk and slide the feather into the lock. 

The door creaked open. 

“I hear Sophie’s been in this bank,” said Japeth. 

He glanced at Kei and Bethna, then at Albemarle’s dead body. 

“Make it look like she did this,” the Snake ordered. 

He entered the vaults, the door closing behind him. Snapping to her 
wits, Sophie followed, whizzing through the shrinking gap in the steel, her 
wings shivering at the sudden draft. She glanced back at Kei overturning 
furniture, Bethna scrawling messages on the walls—“LONG LIVE 
TEDROS!” “THE WITCH IS BACK”—as Albemarle’s blood stained the 
floor... 

That’s when Sophie caught Kei watching her through the last sliver of 
closing door, the captain tracking her butterfly with wide eyes, before the 
darkness sealed him off and locked her inside with the enemy. 


AMBUSH IN THE dark. 

That’s how she would do it, Sophie thought, shadowing the Snake. 

She had the beast cornered. 

It would be easy. 

And yet, her wings were shaking. 

She couldn’t remember ever being alone with the Snake. Someone had 
always been there between them: Agatha, Tedros, Hort... Rhian. But now, 
in the dark, she listened to his boots against stone, harsh and clipped, clack, 
clack, clack, the same rhythm he disposed of his enemies. Without pause. 
Without compunction. 

Sophie had to punish him the same way. No hesitation. No mercy. The 
faster she did it, the sooner it would be over. The Woods spared. The story 
fixed. 

Evil attacks. Good defends. 

The first rule of fairy tales. 

Not this time. 

No one would see this attack as Evil. 

It would be an act of Good. 

A death well-earned. 

But there were obstacles. 


She was an insect, first off. A butterfly in a snake pit wouldn’t last long. 
Try reverting to human and he’d hear her instantly, his scims shredding 
through her the way they had the woodpecker. Plus, it was dark, pitch-dark, 
to the point Sophie couldn’t even see the walls or the floor or ceiling, as if 
she and her nemesis were floating in a starless sky. Add in the Snake’s 
scims and magical talents and the fact he’d murdered men bigger than her 
—Chaddick, Lancelot, the Sheriff, his own brother—and Sophie’s chances 
didn’t look good, no matter how skillfully she ambushed him. Even if she 
did manage to defeat him, she’d be trapped in this vault with no one to let 
her out but a bank full of enemies who’d been duped into thinking she just 
killed their manager. 

So for now, Sophie trailed behind Japeth, keeping her distance in the 
seemingly endless chamber, tracing his frosty scent and the contours of his 
body. 

Then he stopped cold. 

Scims curled their heads off his suit like cobras. 

“The Witch of Woods Beyond,” he cooed. “The Empress claimed she’d 
had you killed, but I sensed her hesitation. Knew full well that you wouldn’t 
die so easily. Not the Sophie I know. Not my queen. In fact, I debated going 
back to Camelot once you’d escaped. To find you. To punish you. But, in 
the end, I knew you’d come to me.” 

His eyes scanned the darkness, like gems in a cave. Sophie’s butterfly 
drifted away from his gaze. 

So much for an ambush, Sophie thought. 

“Your school magic won’t protect you for long, you know.” His suit of 
scims turned black, vanishing him into the dark. “Girls have a stink that 
can’t scrub off. Aric had a good way of describing it. Like a rose gone to 
rot. I can smell it anywhere. But you .. . Pm afraid you reek of it worst of 
all.” 

Sophie’s wings grazed a wall: the slightest brush against stone— 

Eels shot off Japeth’s suit, spearing in her direction. Sophie plunged to 
the ground, barely dodging them. The scims probed the bricks around her, 
slimy heads inches above her wings. The Snake’s glowing eyes roved 
down, about to find her... 

Sophie skidded forward on her tiny thorax. More eels shot off Japeth, 
following her sound. Sophie dove between scims, the rush of their flight 
blowing her into a soot-filled corner. She raised her antennae: everywhere 


she looked, scims hung in the air, inky black ribbons, hunting the darkness 
for her. Silently, she submerged in soot, blackening her wings, soaking in 
stale, thick-smelling dust. 

Japeth didn’t move. 

She could hear him sniffing the air. 

He waited a moment longer, as if doubting himself. 

Why doesnt he light his glow? He’d see me in a second, Sophie 
thought. Rhian had a fingerglow .... which means Japeth should have one 
too... 

Unless Japeth doesn’t have one, she realized. 

But why would his brother have a student’s glow and not him? 

Japeth cursed under his breath. “Clever girl. Must have gone before we 
came and left her stink behind,” he snarled, his scims melding back into 
him. Then he tensed visibly. “The vault .. . if she got there first... .” He was 
already pacing ahead. Sophie could see his hand rustling against his suit, 
pulling something from inside... a furry lump... moving in the dark... 

Whatever it was, it was alive. 

Sophie floated closer to get a better look. Japeth’s scim-gloved hands 
glinted in shadow, caressing the furry form, before he released it into 
midair. 

The creature lit up, electric blue, phosphorescing in the dark, like the 
Blue Forest at midnight. 

Neon glow flooded the chamber, the creature brighter than a torch in a 
mine, revealing rows of vault doors ahead. Sophie camouflaged herself 
against the wall, studying the flying rodent made of spotted fur, its body 
shaped like a... key. 

The same key the Queen of Jaunt Jolie had slipped Japeth before he’d 
left for Putsi. The key he said he needed to win Arthur’s first test. 

Vault 41. It belongs to the Four Point kingdoms, Sophie remembered. 


And Jaunt Jolie is one of them. So the queen’s key will open it... The 
answer to the test must be inside. 

Pieces of memory returned: a scroll fallen from the sky... a Green 
Knight come to Camelot . . . something he wanted from Arthur. . . hidden 


where “wizard trees grow...” 
The key peered down the corridor, assessing its surroundings. The top 
of the key was the creature’s head, with a big fish eye on each side instead 


of a hole. The shaft was its snout, ridged with teeth, and the tip the opening 
to its mouth. 

It turned back to the Snake, blinking at its new master. 

“Bhanu Bhanu,” it gibbered. 

Then it flew down the hall, spotlighting gilded numbers on black doors, 
left and right, the numbers completely out of order...28...162...43... 
9...210... before it turned a corner and vanished. 

“Bhanu Bhanu,” the key echoed, like a homing signal to track it. 

Japeth followed the key’s calls, with Sophie flitting behind at a safe 
distance, dripping soot and trying not to cough. 

She wanted to kill him. 

She wanted to turn human and rip every scim off his body. 

And yet... 

What would Aggie do? Sophie mulled, thinking of her best friend, 
somewhere in the Woods. A best friend she’d just tried to kill at the 
wedding to Japeth. Sophie remembered the horror in Agatha’s eyes, seeing 
Sophie under the Snake’s control, manipulated into hurting those she loved. 
But now Sophie was free. She’d come this far. Agatha would be proud. 
What would she tell me to do? 

Follow him, she’d say. 

Follow the bastard to Vault 41. 

Let him find the answer to the first test. 

Then steal it from him. 

Whatever was in that vault, Sophie had to get it first. 

“Bhanu Bhanu,” the key blipped. 

Butterfly hunted Snake now, her tiny chest beating with the power of 
two hearts. Right and left she flew, around bends, whisking between vaults 
—“Bhanu Bhanu,” “Bhanu Bhanu”—deep into the bowels of the bank, 
before finally catching up with the key, stopped in front of a door, a vault 
number gleaming in blue glow. 


41 


The key stabbed into the lock and yanked the door open, before zipping 
upwards, gluing to the ceiling, and illuminating the inside of the vault like a 
skylight. 


Japeth swung into the chamber, Sophie’s butterfly hot on his heels. 
Hiding behind the open door, she poked her head over hinges. 

Her bug eyes bulged. 

Inside the modest room, four copper walls reflected the contents of 
Vault 41. 

There was no gold, no jewels, no treasures. 

Instead, there was a tree. 

It was a white birch, rooted in the stone floor, with four spindly 
branches and a broad trunk, slashed with black patches. From each branch 
hung a small white box, like a Christmas ornament, carved with Camelot’s 
seal. 

Japeth grazed his fingers across one of these boxes, looking for an 
opening... 

A powdery substance chafed off it, as if the box was made of dust. 

“Td be careful if I was you,” said a low, smooth voice. “Human ashes 
are more delicate than you think.” 

Japeth pulled his hand away. Sophie gawked at the four boxes, dangling 
from the tree. 

Human ashes? 

“And one more thing,” said the voice. 

Suddenly, Japeth’s magical suit curdled, his army of scims crumbling to 
the floor, like a gameboard upended. The Snake was laid bare, save a strip 
around his waist. 

“No magic in the vaults,” the voice finished. 

It was the tree speaking, Sophie realized, its eyes and mouth formed out 
of the dark slashes in its bark. 

“Beyond the door, you may recover your powers, whatever they may 
be,” said the tree to the Snake. 

Quickly Sophie drew back, her wings dangerously close to crossing the 
plane of the door. One more inch and she would have reverted to human, 
with nowhere to hide. 

The tree continued addressing the Snake. “If you’ve come this far, you 
must know this vault safeguards the ashes of Sir Kay. Or more officially, Sir 
Japeth Kay of Camelot, son of Sir Ector of Camelot and foster brother to 
King Arthur. It was Kay’s will to be cremated and Arthur’s will to protect 
his once-brother’s ashes, entrusting them to the Four Point leaders, who 
maintain this vault. None of them know that Sir Kay was the Green Knight. 


No one knows the truth of what happened between Arthur and his brother. 
But you do. You have learned what the Green Knight came to Camelot to 
obtain. This is what Arthur wanted his heir to know. The story behind Sir 
Kay’s death. The wish that led to it. Because knowledge is the first step to 
true power. Except the test is not yet passed. Not until you find the answer 
you’ve come here for.” 

The tree bent its trunk towards the Snake. “Yet which bough holds this 
answer? Four safeboxes . . . but you only get one choice. The true heir of 
Arthur will feel in his blood where the answer lies. Choose the right box 
and its contents are yours. Choose the wrong one and...” 

From the walls, a hundred steel spikes crashed in, slicing towards the 
Snake’s pale body from every direction, stopping only a hair’s width short. 

The tree stared hard at Japeth. “Choose wisely.” 

Without a sound, the spikes retracted into the walls. 

Sophie watched as Japeth moved across the four boxes, his cold blue 
eyes inspecting each one. That they were made of human ashes didn’t faze 
him in the slightest, nor did the chill in the vault, his lean torso hunched 
forward as he moved between boughs. 

What is he looking for? Sophie thought. What did the Green Knight 
want? 

It didn’t matter. 

Whatever it was, she couldn’t let Japeth have it. 

Assuming he chose the right box, that is. 

If he didn’t, well . . . problem solved. 

At the moment, the latter seemed more likely. The Snake seemed no 
closer to choosing a box, the four casings of ash identical in every way— 

Except then he paused. 

The second box. 

Something about it stopped him. 

The Snake drew closer, his nose to the ashes. 

Now Sophie spotted it: the subtle green glow pulsing at its center each 
time Japeth drew close. 

“Oh, that is unexpected,” said the tree smoothly. “It’s not Arthur’s soul 
you’rekinto...it’sthe Green Knights...” 

Japeth’s long fingers curled around the box, ashes crumbling off it, the 
green glow throbbing harder, brighter . . . 


The tree searched the Snake’s eyes. “Most unexpected. So who are 
you?” 

Japeth crushed the box, ashes spewing into the air. 

The other three boxes magically combusted too, clouding the vault with 
dust. 

Left hanging on the Snake’s branch was a lock of white hair, curled 
inside a glowing, clear-coated pearl the size of a coin. 

The tree seemed to frown. “You’ve chosen correctly. Merlin’s beard is 
yours,” it spoke. “Swallow the pearl to finish the first test. Only then can 
you learn the second.” 

Japeth grinned, the hard steel of his gaze returned, any doubts about the 
outcome of the tournament quelled. He reached up to claim the pearl— 

CRACK! 

The Snake whirled to see the vault door rip off its hinges and crash into 
the room. He leapt out of its way, almost crushed by the heavy slab. 
Startled, he lunged towards the hall 

No one there. 

The Snake went back to the tree— 

Merlin’s beard was gone. 

The pearl missing. 

The tree wearing a vague smile. 

Japeth gaped for a moment, as if he must be seeing wrong. 

That’s when he caught it. 

In the vault’s copper walls. 

The distorted reflection of a girl’s bare skin. 

He whirled around. 

Sophie was backing out of the vault, Evelyn Sader’s white dress 
magically re-forming on her body. 

Merlin’s pearl was in her hand. 

Witch and Snake watched each other across the threshold. 

Sophie eyed his undressed body. 

“The emperor really has no clothes,” she said. 

Scims flew onto the Snake the moment he crossed the door, eels 
rocketing off his suit for her— 

But Sophie was already ahead, running deeper into the vaults, taking 
any turn she could, hearing the eels whizzing behind her. She knew there 
had to be an end to this maze as she swerved around comers, losing more 





and more scims, until the thrum of the pack became a softer buzz, then a 
lonely squeal, a single eel left, until she was chased only by silence and the 
choked sounds of her breath. She clutched the pearl with the beard tighter, 
slippery in her palm. She’d hide here until she could escape and find 
Agatha. She’d bunker for days, weeks, whatever it took. She had Tedros’ 
salvation in her hand. She’d won the opening test for him. She’d outwitted 
the enemy. As long as she was the one with Merlin’s beard, the prince was 
ahead in the race. All she had to do was wait. Relief hit her hard— 

So hard she didn’t see it coming. 

The single, sharp blow to the back of her head. 

She gasped, more at the irony than the pain. 

Ambushed in the dark. 

A witch dead instead of a Snake, falling, falling, gone before she ever 
hit the ground. 


SOPHIE 
Back to the Beginning 


When you’re sure you’ve died, it’s strange to wake up. 
Especially to the sound of two boys who are very clearly in love. 
“Look, Willam, she’s got it. She’s got Merlin’s beard!” 
“Shouldn’t have hit her that hard, Bogden. She’s a girl!” 





“My sisters beat me up all the time. You’re the one who told me to stop 
her—” 

“I meant call her name, like a civilized person.” 

“Snake would have heard us!” 

“Do you clods ever shut up?” growled a third voice, deep and gravelly, 
as Sophie felt rough fingers pry apart her eyelids. “Pupils dilated .. . 
nostrils flared . . . Just a bit of shock. It’s how I wake up after a good night 
at the Arrow. Or used to, at least.” 

Sophie’s eyes flickered open to a ruddy, handsome face, floppy red- 
brown curls dangling over his brow. 

“R-R-Robin?” she sputtered. 

“Nice hair,” Robin Hood cracked, glancing at her bright red bob. “So 
inconspicuous. A wonder no one noticed you.” 

Sophie sat up to a dark vault, the faces of Willam, Bogden, and Robin 
lit by the weak glow of Merlin’s pearl. She could feel a lump rising off her 
skull, pain pulsing behind her eyes. More disconcerting, the floor was 
moving. Sophie looked down at a mass of gold coins shifting beneath them 
like cold, hard sand. 

“Where are we?” Sophie breathed. “H-h-how are you here?” 

“Remember when Reaper gave us our missions in Gnomeland?” Willam 
started. “Bogden and I were supposed to keep our eye on Camelot—” 

“Then that shady Mistral Sister leaves the castle, so we tailed her to 
Putsi,” Bogden finished. “Plus, Willam is obsessed with geese.” 

“I fed a duck at Camelot once and now I’m obsessed with geese—” 

“You should be happy I care enough to pay attention, Willam. Can’t say 
you do the same for me.” 

“How was I supposed to know you’re a vegetarian?” 

Definitely in love, Sophie thought. 

“Meanwhile, I was on my way here,” said Robin. “Couldn’t stay in 
Sherwood. Not after the Sheriff and I joined forces. So I left Marian in a 
sanctuary on Glass Mountain. Figured she and I could sail across the 
Savage Sea, start somewhere fresh. Needed money first, so I came to my 
vault. All those years of raiding the rich to help the poor—skimmed a bit 
off the top in case Marian and I needed a nest egg.” 

“A nest egg?” Sophie said, ogling the swamp of coins. “This looks like 
the entire nest.” 


Robin ignored her. “Left clues at the Arrow about where I was headed, 
in case you lot tried to find me. Soon as I get to Putsi, I run into William 
and Boggins, and before I know it, guards seize us and bring us to the 
woodpecker’s office.” 

“Turns out Albemarle needed our help. He’d heard the Snake was 
coming for Vault 41, where the answer to Arthur’s first test was,” Willam 
picked up. “Bird said he’d try to stop the Snake from getting it. But if he 
failed, it’d be up to us.” 

“So we hide in Robin’s vault nearby . . . then eavesdrop on the Snake 
and tree and find out it’s Merlin’s beard he’s after... ,” said Bogden. “And 
we wait to ambush him—” 

“Only to see you come out with the beard instead of the Snake,” said 
Willam. 

“And here we are,” said Robin. “A girl, a beard, two idiots, and me.” 

“Tt’s not like you did anything to help!” Bogden heckled. 

“Who do you think was distracting the scims from chasing the lass!” 
said Robin. 

“But how are we supposed to get out of here?” Sophie asked, pointing a 
lit finger at her hair and reverting it long and blond. “The Snake’s hunting 
us! Not to mention the Empress and her geese and the bank guards. The 
second we leave the vaults, we’re dead!” 

“Bird said his spy would get us out when the time came,” Robin touted. 
“Same spy that told him the Snake was on the way.” 

“Bird is dead,” Sophie scorned, seeing Robin flinch. “And so is his spy, 
no doubt!” 

“Plenty of doubt, I’d say,” spoke a voice. 

Behind them, a body surfaced, rising out of gold like a wakened dragon. 
Coins sloughed off tan, young skin, the whites of two eyes piercing the 
darkness. 

“Woodpeckers plan for everything, remember?” said the stranger. 

Sophie shined the pearl’s glow, lighting up a familiar girl with brown 
hair, a pointed nose, and a toothy smile. 

She was sucking on a red lollipop. 

“Bettina is the name. Executive Editor of the Camelot Courier,” the girl 
said, sitting up in a tall pastel dress. She honed in on Sophie. “Nice to meet 
you. I don’t count the last time when you were being mind-controlled by a 
twin-killing Snake.” 


Sophie’s eyes widened. 

It was the girl from the press briefing. 

The one who knew Japeth was a fraud. 

The one who knew everything. 

“My mother is the Queen of Jaunt Jolie,” Bettina explained, her voice 
light and fast. “I figured out quick that Rhian was dead and the Snake had 
taken his place. My mother didn’t believe me until she went to visit ‘Rhian’ 
and had a good look at him and realized you were under his control. The 
Snake demanded her key to the Four Point vault and my mother sent a 
squirrelly nut to warn me. Nut got stolen by rebels—friends of yours, I’m 
assuming—but the squirrel found me and relayed my mother’s message. I’d 
been hiding in Putsi to begin with; it’s easy to disappear here.” 

“No kidding. Try finding Willam in a goose flock!” said Bogden. He 
saw Willam’s stare. “You know, long neck . . . big nose .. . the way you 
waddle when you ... Never mind.” 

“I was afraid the Snake might win the first test, so I went to see 
Albemarle, who*d spotted these two with Robin around the bank,” Bettina 
continued. “So the woodpecker and I forged a plan. He’d enlist Robin to 
stop the Snake from getting into Vault 41. If his team succeeded, I would 
help them escape. If they failed, I would stop the Snake myself.” She 
peered at Sophie. “Woodpecker planned for everything but you.” 

Sophie’s head thrummed with questions. “But the Queen of Jaunt Jolie 
said her eldest’s name was Betty—” 

Bettina. 

Betty. 

Betty who’d been passed over by the School Master. 

“Doesnt need that school or the Storian,” the queen had said. “Betty’s 
found her own way to tell tales.” 

Sophie bristled. “So the Courier knew Rhian and the Snake were in 
cahoots all along? That they staged the attacks?” 

“Why didn’t you do something, then?” Willam attacked Bettina. “If you 
and your staff were on the run, why didn’t you help us?” 

“There is no staff,” Bettina said, her voice hardening. “The rest fled 
after Rhian put out a warrant for us. Almost got caught myself when I snuck 
into Sophie’s wedding briefing; luckily I had a mole at Camelot who gave 
me a hex to escape.” 


“So your mother must be on our side too,” Sophie followed. “She can 
give us her Knights of Eleven!” 

“My mother is on her own side,” Bettina corrected. “That’s why she 
surrendered her key to Japeth, even knowing he’s the Snake. She’ll do 
anything to protect her family. Regardless of who is king.” 

Willam started to ask something, but Bettina waved him off. “We’re 
wasting time,” she said, pointing at the pearl in Sophie’s palm. “Tedros has 
to swallow that and find out what the second test is—before the Snake 
catches us. Which means first we need to find Tedros.” 

“First we need to get out of this vault,” Sophie pointed out. 

Bettina frowned, as if there wasn’t room for two leaders. “Albemarle 
put me here to help you escape, remember?” 

“But we can’t go through the bank!” Sophie reminded. “The whole 
Woods will slaughter us!” 

“We’re not going through the bank,” Bettina clipped, sucking on her 
lollipop as she headed for the door. “You’re a Reader, aren’t you?” She 
glared back at Sophie. “Should have read that first test more carefully.” 


OUTSIDE VAULT 41, Willam kept a lookout. “Bogs, we clear?” 

“Clear!” Bogden called somewhere far away. 

“Make goose noises if we’re not!” Willam called back. 

Inside the vault, Bettina and Sophie stood in front of the old birch tree, 
which looked dull and ordinary, no longer showing any signs of life. 

“Last line of Arthur’s clue,” said Bettina. “‘Now go and find it where 
wizard trees grow...” 

“Yeah and I already found ‘it,’” Sophie frowned, holding up the pearl in 
the vault’s blue light. “Why are we back here? We have the answer. We 
have the beard. Now we need to escape—something a tree can’t help with 
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“Why do you think this tree is in the Four Point vault?” Bettina 
responded. “Why do you think Arthur hid his first test here? The War of the 
Four Point was fought over this tree.” 

“This is a wizard tree? The tree that can answer any question asked of 
it?” Robin asked, assessing it skeptically. “I thought it was just legend.” 

“Legends exist for a reason,” said Bettina. “Enough blood was shed 
over this tree for the Four Point leaders to lock it here forever. But a good 


reporter always finds the truth.” She stepped towards the tree. “Let me do 
the talking. Whatever you do, don’t ask it any questions—” 

“This is ridiculous,” Sophie poohed, shoving in front of her. “A tree 
can’t get us out of a bank!” She knocked on its bark mockingly. “Hellllooo, 
Wizard Tree... can you show us a way out?” 

“No!” Bettina gasped— 

The tree stirred awake, with a groggy shiver. “It’s been a long time since 
someone asked me a question,” he said, opening his eyes at Sophie. “Ah. 
You. Well, well. ‘Can you show us a way out?’ Not elegant. Ill-conceived. 
Poorly phrased. But a question, nonetheless. Ask a Wizard Tree and you 
shall receive. Your answer awaits . . .” 

The tree opened its mouth wide, revealing a hole filled with gooey 
green moss. 

Sophie jumped back. 

Outside, a hissy squawk echoed. Like a human pretending to be a goose. 

“Bogden’s signal!” Willam blurted. “Someone’s coming!” 

Instantly Robin surged towards the mouth of the tree. “Come on!” he 
said, climbing into the hole, looking behind— 

No one was following him. 

“Too dangerous!” Bettina said, pointing at Sophie. “The way she asked 
the question . . . it’s all wrong!” 

Bogden stumbled in, red-faced. “Guards! Geese!” 

“Hurry!” Robin snarled, prowling through sticky moss and disappearing 
into the tree. 

Willam pushed the girls towards the trunk. “Follow Robin!” 

Before Sophie could balk, Bogden stuffed her into the tree like a witch 
into an oven. Sophie’s face slimed with moss as she jammed through the 
hot, muggy hole and landed in a cramped passage, forcing her onto hands 
and knees. She might as well have been blindfolded; she couldn’t see a 
damn thing, the contours of wood hard under her palms. The air was heavy 
with a rotten-fruit smell, as if she was trapped in the belly of a troll. 
Quickly, she hid Merlin’s pearl inside her dress. Little by little, her eyes 
adjusted, Robin’s outline materializing ahead, the green-feathered thief 
crawling deeper into the tree. Grunts and thuds echoed behind her, the 
sounds of bodies landing, and Sophie turned to find three pairs of eyes in 
the dark. 


“Follow me,” Bettina ordered Sophie. “You’ve already put us in the 
worst possible position. From here on out, everyone does as I say.” 

“Bollocks. Not leaving our fate up to a journalist,” said Robin. “I’m 
from Sherwood. Know my way around a tree. Keep close, kids.” He 
bounded forward. 

Bettina, meanwhile, hadn’t moved. 

Willam and Bogden blinked at Sophie, waiting for her to choose a 
leader. 

Sophie followed Robin. 

Deeper she probed into the tree, Bettina’s grumbles obscured by the 
plods of Willam and Bogden trying to match Sophie’s pace. 

Suddenly Robin stopped short, causing a pile-up behind him. 

“Path drops off,” he said. “Almost went over the edge.” He peered back 
at Sophie. “Use your glow.” 

The tension in Robin’s voice made Sophie’s heart thump; fear powered 
her magic, her fingertip beaming hot pink. She cast it over Robin’s 
shoulder, lighting a deep, deep pit, rimmed with ropes of moss, all the way 
down. Along this moss grew white flower bulbs, hundreds of them, luscious 
and large, their petals not yet open. 

“There! Look!” Robin said, pointing. “That’s the way out!” 

Sophie directed her glow to the bottom of the pit, which ended in a pool 
of light. Through the light, Sophie glimpsed an undulating mirage: the dusty 
hills of Putsi, beyond the bank. 

Robin leaned over the pit and tugged hard at one of the moss-ropes. 
“These lines will hold. We just need to climb down.” 

“All the way?” Willam said, bug-eyed. 

“Willam’s scared of heights,” Bogden explained. “And beets.” 

“Heights is the least of your problems,” Bettina growled. 

The group looked at her. 

“Wizard trees answer the exact question asked of it.” Bettina glowered 
at Sophie. “And this fool asked, ‘Can you show us a way out?’ Yes, that is a 
way out down there. Looks like it, at least. But Sophie’s question wasn’t 
specific enough. There could be other ways out. Bad ways out that lead to 
death. There’s a reason the tree was locked away. There’s a reason the king 
who sought an answer from a wizard tree died. Everything here is a trap.” 

Sophie tugged anxiously at her dress. 


“We’ve come this far,” Robin blustered, gripping a rope and descending 
into the pit. “Don’t touch anything or do anything stupid!” 

Bogden slid onto another rope, plunging backwards—“ Whoaaa!”’— 
before he steadied himself. Dripping sweat, he peeked up at Willam. “Close 
your eyes and jump on,” Bogden panted. “Anything happens and Pll catch 
you.” 

His freckled friend didn’t hesitate. Willam closed his eyes and joined 
Bogden on his rope. 

Sophie smiled to herself. Agatha would have surely done the same for 
her. Who knew that two boys could have the same bond as a princess and a 
witch, she thought, searching for her own vine and finding a tether of moss 
that looked especially sturdy. Inch by inch, she dragged herself down, 
lighting up the pit with her glow, surprised by how the gluey moss molded 
to her hands and bare feet, magically assisting the climb. She glanced over 
at Bogden and Willam across the pit, Robin at their wing, all descending 
quickly, smoothly— 

A face plunged into view an inch from hers, along with a whiff of 
cloying sweetness. Bettina sucked a red lollipop, staring Sophie down from 
the next rope over. 

“A thousand vines to choose from,” said Sophie, “and you can’t stay 
away.” 

“Making sure you don’t do anything else stupid,” Bettina huffed, 
dropping fast. 

Sophie scrambled to keep up. “How did a Jaunt Jolie princess end up a 
reporter in Camelot anyway?” 

“Don’t need to go to that school to make a difference,” Bettina needled. 
“After Arthur died, I knew the Woods should keep a close eye on his realm. 
If your fairy tale proved anything, it’s that you school kids are ill-equipped 
to be in charge.” 

“Pity you didn’t get into our school. You would have made a fine 
wicked stepmother one day.” 

“More like Cinderella, mopping up your messes.” 

“Is there a reason you have to do it so odiously?” 

“Snake almost hanged my whole family and then you give him the 
throne.” 

“Me? It wasn’t my fault!” 


“You kissed Rhian, didn’t you?” Bettina attacked. “You fell into his and 
Japeth’s trap. All because you were jealous of your best friend becoming 
queen.” 

“Don’t you dare,” Sophie flamed, tailing her. “You don’t know the 
slightest thing about Agatha and me—” 

“I covered Agatha’s tenure as princess firsthand,” Bettina replied. “She 
confided quite a bit.” 

Sophie reddened. “Aggie . . . said I was jealous of her?” 

“No, but from your tone, now I know it’s true,” said Bettina, moving 
along. “Sometimes a reporter has to tease out a story.” 

“Oh, I remember,” said Sophie, chasing her. “Agatha mentioned a 
vapid, candy-sucking girl from the Courier . . . empty in the head.. .” 

Bettina slowed, unsure if Sophie was teasing out her own story. “Fair 
enough. I figured playing stupid was the best way to get close to Agatha. 
You know, considering her choice in friends.” 

Sophie reeled as if she’d been slapped. By the time she’d untied her 
tongue, Bettina was already a long way down. Nothing to do but admit 
defeat, Sophie sighed. It was a rare feeling: something only Agatha 
inspired, given her best friend’s ability to find her vulnerable spots and 
lance right through them... 

Just thinking of Agatha made Sophie’s heart sink. Her best friend. Her 
soul sister. Once upon a time, they had every day together: aimless walks, 
shared secrets, unbreakable love. But Sophie had wanted more. Sophie 
wanted a prince. Suddenly, the life she knew with Agatha was gone. Ever 
since, they’d tried to find their way back to the way things used to be. 
Would they die trying? Or worse still, was this their ending? Blissful 
moments together, then violent separations, over and over, reminding them 
of what they’d had and lost? An endless, futile chase into the maze rather 
than out of it? 

She was so deep in her trance that when the whisper started, Sophie 
thought it was coming from her own head. 

“I know a way out... the real way out...” 

Only the voice was a boy’s: young and assured. 

Sophie looked up. No one there. She swept her pink glow, lighting the 
area near her rope, but her route had pulled her around a serrated ridge, far 
from the others; she couldn’t even see Bettina or Robin or the boys 
anymore. Sophie quickened her pace, skittering downwards— 


“I know the way out of your lonely life.” 
Louder this time. 


Right in her ear. 

She spun to find a flower, ghostly white, its petals sealed around a blue 
glow. 

“The way out is a name... ,” it whispered, bending towards her. “Your 


true love’s name... Your forever prince...” 

Sophie’s heart drummed faster. 

“Open me up...” The flower caressed Sophie’s lips. “PI show you the 
way... PI tell you his name...” 

Her blood burned with liquid heat. All rational sense was gone. Without 
thinking, Sophie thrust her hand at the petals— 

“Don’t!” a voice yelled. 

Beneath her, Bettina appeared, a shadow in Sophie’s pink glow, curled 
around the side of the ridge, glaring blackly at her. 

“Coming!” Sophie croaked, leaving the flower behind. 

Just a trick, she reminded herself. 

What could a tree know about her future? 

And yet, the tree had given them a way out of the bank. It had answered 
the question she’d asked. So why wouldn’t this answer be real, too? Plus, 
the way the bloom spoke . . . that boy’s voice... so confident and clear... 
as if he was her true love... 

Who was it? 

What was his name? 

The flower would have told her. After all she’d been through, she’d 
finally know who he was. Her one true prince. Her Ever After. And with it, 
the power to shortcut to The End instead of wishing and hoping for the 
Storian to write it. She would have control back. Man at the helm, instead 
of a Pen. 

Which is how we ended up in this mess to begin with, Sophie thought. 

Open that flower and she would be no better than two monstrous twins 
who thought they should be the Pen . . . that they had the right to bend fate 
to their will... Meanwhile, she and Agatha were fighting to protect the 
Storian and the stories that set the example for their world. To allow these 
tales to unfold the way a real flower would, in its own time, instead of 
plundering them for selfish need. Even if it meant enduring pain and 
suffering. Even if it led her to a thousand false endings. Nature had a way. 


The Storian had a plan. One that had brought her to a best friend and a 
world beyond her own where she’d found purpose and meaning and 
strength. Only in the realm of the Storian could everyone find their place. 
Their true place. This was the future she was fighting for. And that was 
worth more than the pleasures of a boy or a kiss. 

Except now a new flower was talking to her. 

“I know a way out of the Evil in your heart...” 

The green glow within the petals throbbed, like a magical seed. 

“A way you can be as Good as Agatha... Just open me... PIL show 
you the way...” 

Sophie hustled past it, wishing she could plug her ears. She let her feet 
skid down the rope as she rebounded around the side of the ridge, spotting 
her teammates once more. But now there were new flowers, bending 
towards her. 

“I know a way out of your dress .. . Evelyn Sader’s dress ..... I know 
how to escape its magic...” 

Sophie clenched her teeth and rushed past. 

“I know a way out of the mystery ... I can tell you who the Snake’s 
parents really are...” 

“I know a way out of your question .. . why Rhian had a fingerglow and 
the Snake doesnt...” 

“I know a way out of Lady Lesso’s secrets . . . I know who fathered her 
child... who Aric’s real dad is... just open me up...” 

Sophie resisted these new whispers, each pulling on the strings of her 
heart, promising to unravel a knot. Nearby, Robin seemed to be battling too, 
his jaw flexed, his muscles tense. For a moment, Sophie could hear his 
vine’s taunts— 

“I know a way out of your resentment towards Marian . . . a way to 
forgive her for what she did... Open me, Robin...” 

Robin paused, teeth gnashed, before he shook his head and kept going, 
faster than before. He and Bettina were racing towards the bottom from 
opposite sides, the Courier scribe unfazed by her flowers, as if she’d 
already investigated every last question of her heart. Willam and Bogden, 
too, were close to the exit, until Willam hesitated in front of a sealed bloom 

“I know a way out of your brother’ grave . . . a way to bring Tristan 
back to life...” 


Bogden tugged Willam by the leg, forcing him down. 

Tristan, Sophie thought. The name kept coming up when Willam was 
around. And yet the only Tristan she’d known was a boy who’d gone to the 
School for Good: a redheaded, freckled waif who’d been brutally killed in a 
tree by Aric— 

Sophie swiveled, looking back at the redheaded, freckled waif with 
Bogden. 

Of course! 

Willam was Tristan’s brother. 

It explained everything: Willam’s resentment towards Tedros . . . his 
insistence that the prince bullied his brother... 

Does he know how Tristan died? 

Does he know the Snake was friends with Tristan’s killer? 

That he’s trying to bring that killer back to life? 

It’s why Japeth wanted the Pen’s power, Sophie remembered. It’s why 
he’d killed his own twin. 

For Aric. 

This was about more than being king to Japeth, more than killing Tedros 
or erasing his opponents. 

This was about Japeth getting his best friend back. 

This was about love. 

Sophie knew that story well. She’d climbed out of hell to find her Ever 
After with her best friend, again and again, and yet there was always 
something in the way. 

“Sophie! Hurry!” 

She looked down at Robin, Bogden, Willam, and Bettina, converged on 
the pool of light, poised to jump through and escape back into the Woods. 
They’d survived the flower traps. Only she was left to finish. Sophie smiled 
with relief, hurrying down her vine. More blooms ambushed her, their 
voices louder, more insistent, but she was untouchable now, like a last wolf 


charging for her pack. 

“I know the way out of being a Dean . . . a way to feel more 
fulfilled...” 

(Sophie thought: Pll feel fulfilled when the Snake is dead.) 

“I know a way to check on your father in Gavaldon . . . to see if he’s 


alive or dead...” 
(Stefan has a new family now, Sophie dismissed.) 


“I know a way for you to look even more beautiful . . .” 

(“Impossible,” Sophie wisped.) 

“I know a way out of your secret cravings for cheese ...” 

(“Now you’re just being daft.”) 

“I know a way out of your fairy tale... so that you and Agatha can be 
how you once were...” 

Sophie hesitated. The very last flower on her vine loomed over her, 
white petals cupped by thorns, the trapped glow flashing hot pink. 

“Two best friends . . . before Tedros . . . before princes . . . when you 
only lived for each other...” 

Sophie told herself to keep moving, to shut out the voice. Her body 
didn’t listen. 

“I can restore you like you used to be... Agatha and Sophie . . . Sophie 
and Agatha...” 

Her heart was outracing her breaths now, something inside her taking 
over. 

“Back to two girls... Back to the beginning...” 

“Sophie!” a boy’s voice called below. 

“The true way out... Open me, Sophie...” 

Sophie dripped with sweat, her fingers curling into a fist. 

“Open me for Agatha...” 

“Sophie, no!” another voice cried. 

She ripped open the petals, pricking her finger on a thorn like the tip of 
a spindle. 

Blood dripped onto her white dress. 

Inside the bloom, the pink glow withered, white petals desiccating to 
dust. Only the thorns remained, thickening, growing longer and longer. 

Sophie snapped out of her trance. 

Oh no. 

She glimpsed movement below and spotted Robin and Bettina rushing 
up their vines towards her, as if something was about to happen, something 
terrible she couldn’t understand. She spun back to the flower— 

The thorns snatched her like fingers, before green moss lassoed on top 
of her, binding her in. Harder and thicker these binds grew, morphing into 
wood—into bark—from which a new tree began to grow. Sophie couldn’t 
breathe; a few more seconds, and she’d be fossilized into this new tree. 
Tearing her hand free, she seared through wood with her glow, freeing 





herself, and instantly plummeted backwards, ricocheting off a branch, then 
another, then another. Around the pit, new trees erupted from white flowers, 
an explosion of branches and leaves, ping-ponging Sophie up into darkness. 
She could hear the shrieks of her friends, careening off new-growing trees, 
their bodies tiny shadows in the cast of her glow. More trees detonated to 
life, volleying Sophie up in an endless white canopy, higher, higher, until 
she saw a ceiling of earth above. Branches suddenly cradled her like a 
throne and crashed her through dirt, then through stone— 

The wizard tree smashed into the lobby of the bank, multiplying out of 
the marble, bludgeoning the stunned phoenixes aside, and throttling straight 
for the ceiling. Sophie hung on tight, ducking under branches . .. BOOM! 
The force of the tree shattered the walls, infinite limbs burgeoning freely 
into the night, scraps of Ever and Never flags that once flew over the bank 
now caught limply on twigs. Taller and taller the wizard tree grew, new 
trees flowering off every branch, with Sophie thrust into the night atop the 
uppermost bough, like a crowning star. She was so far above ground she 
couldn’t see where the tree began, her body lofted against gravity, angling 
for the moon. Clinging to the top, she let out a piercing cry— 

The tree stopped growing. 

Clouds swept in, drenching the land in darkness. 

Slowly, Sophie peeked down at the wizard tree. 

A storm of life, rooted in the ruins of wealth. 

She couldn’t see Robin or Bettina or the boys. 

She couldn’t see anyone. 

How am I alive? 

Am I alive? 

Wind slashed through, shaking Sophie’s branch, nearly blowing her off 
it. 

Yeah... I’m alive. 

She wouldn’t last long up here. Nor was her dress any protection against 
the chill, the ghost of Evelyn Sader useless when she needed her most. 

Shivering violently, Sophie started to descend, but the gusts were too 
strong. Her foot slid and she plunged onto the next branch, which snapped 
under her, leaving her gripping on to a sliver of wood with a single fist. 
Reaching her toes for the next limb down, she slowly lowered herself, but 
new gusts assaulted her, tossing her against the branch, her head tipped over 


it, her feet kicking in midair. From the inside of her dress, she saw the pearl 
with Merlin’s beard slip out— 

Sophie yelped, flailing for it, but she toppled harder, about to fall out of 
the tree. 

She had to choose. 

Sophie grabbed on to the branch. 

The pearl fell. 

The tournament’s first test. 

Tedros’ only hope. 

Down, down, down, into the darkness— 

And then... 

And then... 

The pearl started floating back up. 

Shielded in sparkly green dust. 

A small, pale hand caught it, coated in the same green dust. 

“Agatha?” Sophie breathed. 

Slowly her best friend landed on Sophie’s bough, shimmering like a 
phantom. 

Tears sprung to Sophie’s eyes. “Are...are you...real?” 

Agatha pressed her hand to Sophie’s cheek, warm and soft. 

“But how—” Sophie choked. 

A grumpy, green-dressed fairy poked out of Agatha’s hair, flinging a 
spritz of fairy dust into the air as if to make it clear whose magic was 
responsible. 

Agatha raised the pearl into the moonlight, inspecting Merlin’s beard. 
She smiled with relief at her friend. “Quite a team, you and I.” 

Gobsmacked, Sophie glanced around. 

No Tedros. 

No Hort. 

No boys. 

Just her and Agatha, high in a tree. 

The way they once were, atop an oak in Gavaldon, before a stymph 
arrived and kidnapped them into the Woods. It was on a branch, just like 
this, that they had their final moments together before everything changed. 

And suddenly Sophie understood. 

That flower she’d opened. 

Sophie and Agatha. 


Agatha and Sophie. 

This was it. 

The tree had given her what she wanted. 

Back to two girls. 

Back to the beginning. 

The way they used to be. 

The true way out. 

Two girls stared into each other’s eyes, savoring this Ever After, waiting 
for the Storian to write it... waiting for the Pen to make it real... 

But Man isn’t Pen. 

Not yet. 

Tinkerbell let out a scream of warning. 

Both girls reached for the other, as if to hold on to the moment— 

But time was up. 

Their beginning had come to an end. 


u TÍ 
TEDROS 


Pride and Princess 


“Y ou sure your girlfriend isn't a crackpot?” Hort's man-wolf growled, 
pacing in the dark forest. 

Tedros ignored him as he tried to rock Merlin to sleep. 

“Consider the evidence,” Hort went on. “First she says Robin Hood left 
her a message in magic dust at the Arrow. A message no one else saw. Then 
she says Merlin appeared to her and told her to come to Putsi. Both sound 
pretty crackpot to me.” 





Through the thicket, Tedros glimpsed the wizard tree in the distance, 
rising high over the land. Movement flickered in its branches, but they were 
too far away to see more. Putsi was a well-armed city: the shock of a wizard 
tree bursting out of the bank would bring the bank’s guards and the 
Empress’s flying minions. Tedros’ stomach knotted, the baby fussing with 
his shirt. He shouldn’t have let Agatha go off alone. 

“You’re worrying if she’s wrong? I’m worried if she’s right,” the prince 
returned, so focused on the tree he didn’t notice Merlin squiggling out of his 
arms. “What if the answer was in Putsi all along?” 


“Then pray we find it before the Snake,” Hort said, rescuing Merlin into 
his paws before the baby slipped. “Whoever wins the first test gets a head 
start for the second. And if the Snake gets too far ahead... .” 

Wind axed through the trees, finishing Hort’s thought. Tedros watched 
him cradle Merlin into his dark fur, the baby’s eyes starting to close. How 
could I be so stupid? Tedros thought. His dad wouldn’t have expected him 
to track down the wizard in his old age and lop off his beard. Especially 
after Arthur and Merlin had gone their separate ways. For all his father 
knew, Merlin would have been long dead. And yet, Tedros had done what 
he’d always done: made assumptions without thinking. 

Agatha was right. 

The beard was here in Putsi. 

Only he’d come to this realization too late. 

Which meant his first test was no longer up to him. 

It was up to her. 

Agatha, who was out there right now, fighting Tedros’ battle. All on her 
own. 

And here Tedros was, twiddling his thumbs, just like he had at Camelot 
when Agatha usurped his quest the first time. Long before there was a King 
Rhian or King Japeth, there was a masked attacker, daring Tedros to come 
fight him. But it had been Agatha who answered the call instead of Tedros, 
the prince willing to stay behind. 

The mistake that started it all. 

But he’d learned from that, Tedros thought angrily. He was different 
now. He was ready to be a king. If only his princess would stay out of the 
way. 

Tedros’ blood simmered, his father’s ring cold on his hand. 

That’s what this tournament was supposed to be about, wasn’t it? 
Proving himself? Even Agatha had admitted that, back at the inn. So why 
was he still loitering here like a princess in waiting while she was off 
hunting the answer to his test? 

He’d tried to stop her. On the short trip from Bloodbrook, Tedros had 
assumed they’d battle the Snake together. That they’d track down Merlin’s 
lost beard as a team. But just as they’d gotten to the forest’s edge, the 
wizard tree rising into view, Agatha ordered him and Hort to stay put. 

“What? The Snake’s out there!” Tedros said, thrown. 


“And if he kills you now and takes your ring, we’re all dead,” said 
Agatha, dismounting Hort’s wolf. “Keep Merlin safe. I’ll be back soon.” 

“Don’t be a fool,” Tedros scoffed, chasing her. “No way you’re going 
alone—” 

Agatha turned. “I won’t be alone.” 

The way she said it. 

So sharp and clear that by the time he’d regathered his wits, she was lost 
in the dark. 

“I wont be alone.” 

I won't be alone? 

Then it hit him. 

That cry. 

The one that echoed as the wizard tree sprung over the land... The one 
that made Agatha’s eyes spark before she had taken control of their plans. 

I won't be alone. 

The shine in her eyes. 

That hint of a smile. 

Agatha could only mean one person. 

That’s why she’d driven Hort so hard on the ride here. 

That’s why she’d left the prince and man-wolf behind. 

Agatha was after more than Merlin’s beard. 

Agatha was after her own grail. 

Sophie. 

Sophie, who she’d heard out there, crying for help. 

Sophie, always the witch between him and his princess. 

Tedros’ gut twisted tighter. 

Where Sophie went, Evil followed. 

He fished Tinkerbell out of his pocket and shook her until she woke up. 
“Follow Agatha and keep her safe. The moment she’s in trouble, send a 
flare. Understood?” 

Tinkerbell yawned and jingled back. 

“No, I will not kiss you in exchange,” Tedros retorted. 

Tink argued her case— 

“I don’t care if Peter kissed you,” said the prince. “Go. Before I feed 
you to Hort.” 

Grumbling, the fairy flitted off to find Tedros’ princess. 


And this is how he’d gotten here: pent-up and frustrated, saddled with a 
baby, while his princess went after her best friend. Again. 

“Now you know how I felt with Sophie all those years,” a voice 
groused. 

The prince looked up at Hort. 

“Always second best,” the man-wolf sighed. 

Tedros sucked in a breath. 

Hort was right. 

This was The Tale of Sophie and Agatha. 

It always would be. 

Until he had the courage to make it his story too. 

Light flashed through the darkness, a flare of gold. 

Tedros and Hort spun— 

Flames bounded towards them. 

For a second, Tedros thought they were under attack. 

Then he saw the blaze had a face. 

A fairy, wings afire. 

“Tink?” he breathed. 

Burning up, Tinkerbell choked out a single squeak. 

A word that shook Tedros’ soul. 

“Snake.” 

The flare swallowed her. 

She was gone. 


HE WAS TOO poisoned by rage to have a plan. 

Throttling towards the wizard tree, his boots skidding across the forest, 
Tedros thought only of his true love, out there against an enemy who burned 
fairies alive. 

This was the clarity of Evil. Its humiliation of your weaknesses, its 
savaging of your mercies. Every time Tedros hesitated, the Snake was there 
to punish him. Japeth was more than a Nemesis. He was his shadow, like 
the Green Knight to King Arthur, a curse that had been with him all along 
and yet one he was fully unprepared for. 

Hort had tried to come too, but Tedros had repelled him with orders to 
stay and protect Merlin. (He made no mention of Sophie; if the weasel 
knew she might be out there, he’d bring the baby into battle.) But without 
the man-wolf, Tedros had no weapon or shield against someone he still 


wasn’t sure how to kill. Stumbling over a stick, he kicked it into his fist, 
using his fingerglow to whittle it to a stake. 

Soon he heard sounds of war: cries, human and animal; clashes of steel; 
the groans of a tree under siege. He sprinted out of the Woods, onto open 
land, the ruins of the bank covered in ghostly white leaves. 

As Tedros drew nearer, he saw spatters of blood. 

The corpses of geese. 

Twelve, he counted. 

Then the body of a bank guard, his limbs twisted, as if he’d fallen from 
a great height. 

Closer and closer Tedros came to the tree, the silhouettes in its branches 
sharpening, two pearls of glow flickering at the top, pure gold and hot pink 

He stopped short. 

High in the wizard tree, Agatha and Sophie clung to branches, fending 
off a storm of scims, the girls’ fingerglows strobing in the night. From this 
far down, Tedros couldn’t see their faces or a sign of Japeth himself, but he 
heard their shouts—“Sophie, watch out!” “Behind you, Aggie!”—before 
they disappeared behind white leaves. Eels stabbed in and out of these 
leaves, Agatha’s and Sophie’s screams getting louder, prompting the prince 
to shove the wood stake into his pants and start climbing. 

Only now did he see the war in his way. 

Geese and guards swarmed branches, angling for the girls but were held 
off by a team of familiars: Willam . . . Bogden . . . Robin Hood? Plus a 
female, with brown hair, who looked like... . Betty? They’d been playmates 
once upon a time. What was she doing here? 

Questions could wait. 

Right now, his friends needed him. 

Tedros plunged into the fray, head-butting geese aside, before hurling 
himself at the first guard in his way. She lunged at him with a yell, slashing 
his shirt open, roping her legs around his throat and squeezing tight. Above, 
Bogden was in his own fight, pinned to a branch by two guards punching 
him as the stout first year thrashed. The guard girl crushed Tedros’ neck 
harder. He tried to suck in air, but it made him lose more. The girl bared her 
teeth as she strangled him, surely imagining the bounty the dead prince 
would fetch. Tedros had no move to make. Princes didn’t hit girls. Those 


were the rules. He weakened in her grip, choking on saliva, his mind 
fogging black— 

Tedros gritted his teeth. 

Times change. 

He jammed one foot into the girl’s face, then the other behind her ear 
and slammed her face against a branch. Dazed, she came at him again, but 
his boots were around her neck as he launched his body upwards, flipping 
her headfirst into Bogden’s attackers, who crashed backwards, the three 
guards plummeting out of the tree. Wheezing, Tedros grabbed Bogden like 
a buoy, the bloodied first year blinking at the prince, before his eyes 
focused past him: “Willam!” 

Tedros spun to the red-haired boy above, jerking against a branch as 
geese attacked. 

“Don’t... love... geese...,” Willam gagged, shielding his face. 

Instantly Tedros was in full flight, bludgeoning geese with his fists, 
throwing them off Willam. Now the flock came for the prince, flogging him 
with wings and beaks, shearing through the last of his shirt, before Bogden 
leapt next to Tedros, clubbing them aside. Again Tedros tried to be Good; 
killing animals was a villain’s work. But these geese wouldn’t stop until he 
was dead, their beaks crisscrossing his chest with blood, getting closer and 
closer to his heart. He struggled to fend them off, blinded by feathers in his 
face, batting futilely with his wood stake. Through the flurry, he glimpsed 
more geese pummeling Willam, the boy starting to go limp. Next to him, a 
bird vised Bogden’s neck, about to spike its bill through his skull— 

“Help!” Bogden squeaked. 

Tedros bared his teeth. 

Chivalry was over. 

He ripped through the wall of birds, flew up over Bogden’s goose, and 
with a primal snarl, stabbed through it with his stake, separating head from 
body. He whirled around, prepared to kill more, but the flock gawked at 
him, then fled into the night. 

Willam lay crumpled against a branch, his face a mess of blood, wounds 
on his arms and legs. 

Tedros held Willam’s skinny torso and put his head to the boy’s chest, 
tracking the weak pulse of his heart. 

Bogden grabbed Tedros. “Is he...” 

“Leave me,” Willam breathed. “Save Agatha.” 


Tedros gazed at the soft redheaded lad and thought of a boy just like 
him, once upon a time, clinging to life in a tree. Tedros hadn’t been able to 
save Tristan that day. Aric had made sure of it. But the Pen gives the best 
men second chances. 

“Get him to the forest,” Tedros ordered Bogden. “Hort’s there. Tell him 
to ride you and Willam to school. The teachers will heal him.” 

Bogden stared at Tedros, then at the fleet of guards coming for the 
prince— 

“Now!” Tedros lashed. 

Bogden flung Willam over his shoulder and hoisted him down the tree. 

“Aggie, look out!” Sophie echoed above. 

Tedros squinted high and watched Agatha fall from the top of the tree, 
landing hard into branches below and vanishing behind leaves. Immediately 
a cluster of scims swarmed where her body had fallen, their monstrous 
shrieks resounding. 

“Aggie, you okay?” Sophie yelled. 

As guards converged on him, Tedros waited for Agatha’s reply. Or a 
glint of her glow. Something to tell him she was alive. 

It didn’t come. 

Fire ripped through his heart, a Lion on the hunt. 

Anyone in his way didn’t stand a chance, Tedros bashing guards aside 
or clasping hold of their shirts and knifing legs or hands with his stake to 
disarm them, before flinging them off the tree. He was lethally high above 
ground, climbing closer to where Agatha had fallen, when he glimpsed 
another squall of activity. Robin and Betty at war with a shadow balanced 
on a limb, gripping a gilded sword with two fists— 

Kei. 

Bettina whipped at him with a long branch, trying to swipe him off the 
tree, while Robin grappled Kei from behind, straining for the captain’s 
sword. Betty caught sight of Tedros below. “Help me up!” Tedros 
whispered. 

“No! We need you safe!” Betty hissed back. 

“I need Agatha safe,” Tedros steeled, glaring at her like he did when 
they fought as children. 

Bettina wavered under his stare . . . then surrendered her branch towards 
him. 

Across the tree, Robin had Kei in a chokehold. 


“Listen to me—” Kei wheezed, fighting Robin, but Hood stripped Kei 
of his sword and stalked towards him, gold blade pointed, Kei stumbling as 
he retreated. 

“Agatha... It's about Agatha... ,” Kei pressed. 

Tedros vaulted off Betty’s bough, landed in front of Robin, and 
slammed Kei against bark. Before Kei could speak, Tedros’ hands were 
around his throat. “What about Agatha?” Tedros dug his fingers in harder— 

But something in Kei’s eyes stopped the prince. He’d seen it before. 
The night Tedros caught him burying Rhian. A look that said whatever side 
Kei had been fighting for, he was on his own side now. 

“Agatha has the answer,” Kei panted. “I saw it in her hand. The pearl 
with the beard. Swallow it before Japeth gets it. That’s how you learn the 
second test.” 

Tedros was speechless. 

“He’s a monster,” said Kei. “He always has been, since we were in 
school. He killed Rhian. My best friend. The real king. That’s why I burned 
the tracking map. That’s why I’ve been protecting you. I pretended to be 
loyal to that snake as long as I could. So I could avenge Rhian when I had 
the chance.” He glanced high into the tree. “Stabbed him before he could 
get the beard from Agatha. Before he could kill them. He escaped or I 
would have finished him off.” He turned to Tedros. “Go. Quickly. Find the 
pearl. Pll help you figh—” 

A gold sword impaled him. 

Kei didn’t make a sound. His face went the color of clouds. Then he 
keeled out of the tree, revealing Betty behind him... 

... locked under the Snake’s arm. 

Japeth’s eyes were cold. His torso gleamed with blood through his torn 
king’s suit, now morphing to black scims. One of his hands squeezed 
Tedros’ friend by her neck. The other carried Kei’s sword, greased with the 
captain’s blood. 

The sword, Tedros realized. 

Robin had it just moments ago. 

Which meant... 

Tedros swiveled— 

Robin was hanging from the branch, his neck noosed by scims, his face 
purpling, seconds from death. 


“Let’s play my favorite game,” Japeth said, gripping Betty. “You can 
only save one.” 

Tedros stiffened. 

There was no time to think— 

He ran for Robin, ripping the noose. Robin crashed down onto a lower 
bough, barely catching himself in time. But Tedros was already sprinting 
for Bettina, reaching out for her— 

Japeth held Betty close. 

“Rules are rules,” he said. 

He threw her off the tree. 

“No!” Tedros yelled. 

Bettina fell backwards, arms flailing, with a scream— 

Darkness swallowed her. 

Tedros froze, midstride. 

A friend dead, in the width of amoment. 

Like the Sheriff and Lancelot and Dovey and more before her. 

Another worthy soul he couldn’t save. 

Slowly, Tedros looked up at the Snake, separated from him by the 
length of the branch. 

“Now you know how it feels,” Japeth spoke. “Those you love taken 
from you.” 

“Says the brother killer,” the prince spat with rage. 

“Rhian lied to me. He broke an oath,” Japeth replied evenly. “Where 
you see Evil, I see justice. You think you’re the hero of this tale. You think 
you’re the true king. But you are mistaken. Only I know the truth.” 

“The truth that you’re the liar? That you’re the fraud?” Tedros blasted. 
He could hear Robin below, struggling to regain breath. “You have Rhian’s 
blood, which showed my father as yours. Except you’re not my brother. 
You said it yourself.” 

“And yet the tournament is between us. Your father’s tournament,” the 
Snake replied, clear-eyed. “So who am I?” 

Tedros had no answer, still at a loss. 

“Or maybe that isn’t the question,” said Japeth, taking him in. “Maybe 
we should be asking .. . who are you?” 

The words chilled Tedros” bones. 

He’d assumed his father wanted him on the throne. 

That's why his dad left him his ring. 


Yet that dad had also given the Snake a chance. A monster. A murderer. 

Why? 

“Sophie?” Agatha’s voice called weakly. 

“Where are you!” Sophie cried back. 

Tedros’ focus flew upwards. Agatha. She had the pearl. He needed to 
get to her. Win the first test and he’d be on to the next. 

Get to Agatha, he told himself. 

And yet... 

His eyes lowered to Japeth. 

Kill the Snake now and there would be no more tests. 

The Snake seemed to read his thoughts, his pupils glimmering in the 
dark. He fixed on Tedros’ ring. 

“Maybe you are my brother,” he said. “Because you’re as much a fool 
as the last one.” 

Tedros stormed at him across the tree. 

Japeth charged, scims curling off his suit— 

Robin launched up from below, landing in front of Tedros like a shield. 

“Get to Agatha. Get the pearl,” he told the prince. “PI hold him off.” 

Tedros tried to push past Robin— 

“Princess, not pride!” Hood snarled at him. 

The words hit Tedros hard. 

Robin was right. 

If the Snake killed him, Agatha would be next. 

Even his nemesis wasn’t worth that. 

With a leap, he was already on to the next branch, leaving Hood behind. 
The prince glanced back—scims mobbing Robin as he rushed the Snake— 
before Tedros bit down and kept moving, telling himself that Robin Hood 
thrived in trees, that he’d find a way to survive. The Snake couldn’t kill 
another friend... not today... 

Up and up into the wizard tree, the prince climbed, sounds of Robin and 
Japeth trailing away. He was alone now, no geese, no guards, no more 
enemies to fight. From this vantage point, he could see the specks of 
villagers, gathering outside houses, beholding the magic tree that had grown 
over their kingdom like Jack’s beanstalk. Putsi guards would be on the way 
soon, along with others loyal to “Rhian,” but Tedros was nearing the 
summit, his hands torn, his body suffering, yet propelled by the silent chant 
of a name: Agatha. Agatha. Agatha. Many a prince had scaled a tower to 


rescue his princess, but it was only fitting that his required a climb to the 
top of the world. And yet, despite all that was lost, there was a steadiness to 
him now, a harmony of will and fate, Man and Pen. It was Agatha who had 
left him behind, thinking she could save him. But in the end, he would save 
her. At last, he was leading this story. At last, he was the prince. He pulled 
himself up — 

Tedros stopped on a branch, eyes wide. 

“Teddy?” a blond girl said softly. 

Across the limb, Sophie clutched Agatha in her hands. 

Tedros’ princess was strewn with leaves, her lungs pumping shallow 
breaths. Her face and arms were cut up. Her leg was broken badly, twisted 
at the knee. And yet, even in terrible pain, Agatha managed the happiest 
smile at the sight of her prince. 

“You came,” she said. 

“Says the girl who ordered me not to,” Tedros growled, lurching to her 
side. He snatched her from Sophie and clasped her to his chest, kissing her 
all over. “You’re hurt. This is what happens when you trust her over me. 
This is what happens when you fight my battles for me.” 

“And yet, she has the answer to your test,” said Sophie. “An answer I 
found. The two of us do just fine without you.” 

Tedros clenched his teeth. “Where is it?” 

Agatha reached into her dress. “Kei saved us. He rescued us from—” 

“I know,” Tedros said. 

Agatha looked at him. The wounds on his chest. The bruises and marks 
on his face and throat. 

“Where’s Robin?” asked Sophie. “Where’s Betty and Bogden and 
Willam?” 

“We need to get you to school,” Tedros pressed Agatha. “Yuba and the 
teachers can fix your leg. Pll carry you down—” 

“There’s no time, Tedros. Leave me with Sophie,” Agatha argued. “You 
have to move on to the second test.” 

Tedros put his nose to hers. “I’m not leaving you here.” 

Agatha held up a glowing pearl. “This is what matters. Winning the 
race. Taking the Woods back. For Good.” 

Tedros studied the small frosted orb, Merlin’s beard a tight circle inside 
it. 

“Swallow it, Tedros,” Agatha ordered. “Learn the next test.” 


“Whatever it is can wait ’til you’re safe,” Tedros resisted. 

“No, it can’t,’ Sophie snapped. “Swallow now. Fight later.” 

She’s right, Tedros admitted, even if he had no intention of leaving his 
princess behind. He took a deep breath, focused on the pearl in Agatha’s 
hand. Then he reached his mouth for it— 

The branch shook hard from beneath. 

In a split second, the pearl slipped from Agatha’s fingers, cascading off 
Tedros’ lips. 

Startled, the prince, his princess, and Sophie watched Merlin’s beard 
tumble to the next bough and nestle in a canopy of leaves. 

The tree continued to rattle beneath them, the pearl quivering 
precariously, branches bending below. 

Someone was coming. 

Tedros scanned the darkness with his glow. 

“Robin?” 

Through leaves, the outlines of a face appeared. 

Agatha went rigid under Tedros’ arm. Next to him, Sophie stopped 
breathing. 

Japeth loomed closer, slithering towards their branch. 

His hands were covered with blood. 

Robin’s blood, Tedros thought, going cold. 

The prince darted a glance at the pearl, couched between leaves. 

Japeth caught him looking. 

He, too, honed in on the glass orb. 

Silence hung between the prince and the Snake. 

Both leapt for it. 

They smashed into each other, vaulting the pearl upwards. Scims shot 
off Japeth’s suit, about to claim it 

Sophie snatched Merlin’s beard in her fist, her body balanced over a 
branch, before the branch broke and sent her crashing three limbs down. 
Instantly, eels spiked towards her, Japeth heading her way. 

“Tedros! Swallow it!” she yelled, flinging the beard in the prince’s 
direction— 

Tedros lunged, losing the pearl in the glare of Sophie’s glow. It bounced 
off his skull, rebounding into the night sky. 

Tedros, Japeth, and Sophie dove for it, each from a different direction, 
each with a chance— 





But one was faster than the rest, limbs coated in white leaves, falling 
through the night like a broken swan. 

Agatha. 

Her mouth open. 

Tedros gasped— 

She swallowed the pearl. 

Agatha plunged into Tedros’ arms, the two plowing hard into tree bark. 
Sophie and the Snake snagged on branches above them. 

For a moment, it was quiet. 

All eyes flew to Agatha, crumpled with pain. 

Winner of the first test. 

Tedros’ test. 

“Aggie?” Sophie rasped quietly. “What did you do?” 

Tedros and Agatha locked eyes, as if the tale had taken a turn both 
inevitable and unexpected. 

Then Agatha choked, her neck convulsing, her cheeks coloring, 
something brewing inside her. She parted her lips and breathed a silvery 
dust that lifted into the dark, coalescing into the ghost of a familiar face. 

King Arthur glared down at Agatha in the wizard tree. 


“A twist in the tale... 

Two vie for my crown. 

But you are neither. 

Are you friend? 

Or are you enemy? 

Both can bring down a king. 

You have interfered in the quest 

And so must die. 

That is the second test. 

Whoever slays you shall learn the third.” 


King Arthur vanished. 

Agatha and Tedros whirled to each other— 

But now they were floating upwards, Sophie too, as stymph claws 
hooked under them, rescuing them high into the night, veering west on the 
command of Ravan, Vex, Mona, and more fourth years astride the bony 
birds. 


Shell-shocked, Tedros looked back at Japeth in the tree, but Japeth 
hadn’t moved. Instead, he posed calmly against white leaves like a shadow, 
watching the prince recede into the clouds, the Snake gazing up at him with 
the darkest of smiles... 

The next test already won before it started. 





u 14 ne 
AGATHA 


Fatima Finds a Friend 


Two kings, ordered to kill her. 

That’s what the pearl had unleashed. 

A victory she thought she’d claimed for her prince. 

Instead, a death sentence. For her. 

But before the pearl had spoken to the boys, it had spoken to Agatha 
first. 





She’d hurled into the night without thinking, streaking past friends and 
foe hunting an answer and swallowing it herself. The cold glass caught on 
her tongue, sliding down her throat with ease. Instantly, it dissolved, 
spewing harsh, stinging vapors that surged to the roof of her mouth, through 
her nostrils, and behind the eyes. 

Looking inwards, she watched it take shape, this silvery mist, 
congealing into a ghost... 

The Snake, in his green mask and suit of scims. 

Only then he wasn’t the Snake anymore. His muscles swelled, his mask 
shedding, Agatha faced with the Green Knight instead. 

Then he became the Snake again. 


Back and forth, the phantoms went, Snake, Knight, Snake, Knight, 
faster, faster, until they morphed into a third ghost— 

Evelyn Sader. 

Smiling at Agatha. 

As if she, Evelyn, was the link between Snake and Knight. 

A hidden secret for the winner to find. 

But the mist was changing again .. . now the ghost of Arthur, the Lion 
of Camelot, her true love’s father, glowering at Agatha—she, the wrong 
winner; she, a mistake—the once-king rearing high inside her like a 
dragon... 

Then she breathed him out like fire. 


WHEN AGATHA WOKE up, she was in her old room at school. 

It hadn’t changed a bit, Purity 51, as if she’d fallen back in time: 
jeweled mirrors on pink walls . . . murals flaunting princesses kissing 
princes .. . a fresco of clouds across the ceiling with cupids shooting love 
arrows. Over the bed was a white silk canopy shaped like a royal carriage, 
and at the end of the mattress a glass tray with milk-soaked oats, two hard- 
boiled eggs, and a chopped banana dusted with sugar. A card propped up 
against the tray had Sophie’s handwriting: 


Clearing 


Agatha glanced across the room, the middle bed unmade, topped with a 
bowl of uneaten cucumber salad and a basket of beauty creams and potions. 
Agatha smelled the cloud of lavender left behind. There was a book open 
on the bed table: Black Magic Healing, Level 2, spread to a page about 
repairing broken limbs— 

She threw aside the sheets, revealing her right leg, shattered badly only 
a few hours ago. 

No longer. 

She stood, gently putting weight on it. 

Aside from a dull ache within the bone, the leg seemed healed. 

Last she remembered, she was nestled into Sophie aboard a stymph, her 
best friend whispering, “It’s okay, Aggie; it’s going to be okay,” as Agatha 
lay shell-shocked, unable to speak. In her haze, she must have fainted or 


fallen asleep. She didn’t remember getting to school or making it to this 
room. She certainly didn’t recall her leg being subject to witchcraft. 

Agatha mustered a deep breath. She was awake. She could walk. It was 
time to face what was coming. But she couldn’t. Instead, she ate the food 
Sophie left her, taking the time to watch the violet sunrise and lick her 
fingers of every last grain of sugar. After noticing a spare Evergirl uniform 
in the closet, Agatha ambled to the toilet down the hall, disposing of her 
torn, filthy gown and stepping into the bath. Scalding water hit her skin, 
fogging her in with pleasure and silence. She pretended that she could hide 
away here, closed off from the world, like she once did in a graveyard long 
ago... 

But then the dread came, the panic and regret, all the feelings she was 
trying to keep down. 

This whole time they’d been fighting for the Storian. 

Fighting for the Pen and the fate of its tales. 

Tedros’ tale, above all. 

The story of a boy trying to prove himself king. 

And here she’d gone and hijacked it. 

Swallowed it whole, like a whale inhaling the sea. 

She wished she could say it was an accident. 

But it wasn’t. 

She saw a way out and took it... and lost sight of whose test it was. 

And now the price. 

For Tedros to become king, she’d have to die. 

Not just die. He’d have to kill her. 

Chills stung her skin, as if the bathwater had turned cold. 

For her true love to defeat Japeth and keep his life—for all her friends 
to keep their lives—she’d have to give hers up. 

The same sacrifice her mother made to save her. 

Palms sweaty, nausea rising, she armored herself in the sleek pink 
uniform, the putrid color offset by the illusion that she was just an ordinary 
first year again, about to go to class. But there were no other students as she 
made her way through the halls. No teachers, fairies, wolves. Only a lone 
nymph, sweeping up candy dust that had shed off the walls of Hansel’s 
Haven, delicate piles of jellybean and gumdrop shavings that Agatha had 
just tramped through... 


Once upon a time, she’d been the villain of a fairy tale. The sure pick 
for the School for Evil, while Sophie was destined for Good. But then came 
the Great Mistake. Two friends switched into the wrong schools. Only it 
wasn’t a mistake, the Pen said then. Agatha was the princess. Sophie the 
witch. 

But now Agatha was the Evil one. 

The witch who ruined a prince’s fairy tale. 

And the strange thing was: it felt expected. As if she never fully 
believed herself a princess. Not the way Professor Dovey had, who’d 
insisted she was 100% Good. Not the way everyone else did, either, always 
trusting her to do the right thing. Deep down, Agatha never felt as Good as 
people thought her to be. And now, the truth would be clear for everyone to 
see. The Great Mistake was real—she belonged in Evil after all. 

It was only when Agatha was halfway through one of the glass 
breezeways, still thinking of her old Dean, that she had a thought. That 
vision in the pearl . . . the riddle Arthur had hidden inside . . . What if she 
figured it out? The link between the Snake and the Green Knight... 
between two Japeths and Evelyn Sader... Then maybe she could expose 
who the Snake was! Maybe she could fix all this! 

Her shoulders slumped, hope fading as quickly as it came. 

Who Japeth was didn’t matter. 

Not when she’d bound her prince to an impossible test. 

Kill his princess or hand his throne to a Snake. 

That was the trap she’d made for him. 

He would protect her, of course. 

He would give up Camelot for love. 

But the second test wasn’t Tedros’ alone. 

That’s why Japeth had smiled so wickedly as the prince flew away. 

Because he knew Tedros would never finish the job. 

The Snake would, though. 

He’d hunt Agatha until it was done, putting him a single test from 
Excalibur killing Tedros. 

Two birds with one swallow. 

Agatha had put her and her prince in a death knot. 

She was the true Witch of Woods Beyond now. 

Even Professor Dovey would have seen that. 


Through the glass passage, she gazed out at the School for Good and 
Evil, connected by Halfway Bridge, the sky over the castles crystal blue— 

Agatha’s heart jammed. 

A new message from Lionsmane glowed to the west. 


Tedros uses his princess to 
cheat the first test. 

Now he’ll pay the price. 

His Agatha is the second test. 

Help me, my Woods. 

Wherever she runs... 

Bring her to me. Alive. 


Agatha’s chest clamped so hard she thought her ribs cracked. 

She felt someone watching her. 

Her focus shifted to the School Master’s tower at the center of the bay. 

In the spire’s window, Bilious Manley stood next to the Storian as the 
pen hovered over an open book. But the professor’s eyes lingered on 
Agatha. He stared at her long and hard before clouds raided the sun, 
vanishing him into shadows. 

Agatha picked up her pace. She could hear the buzz of conversation as 
she crossed from the breezeway into the Tunnel of Trees, leading outside. 

The Clearing was full, the way it used to be at lunch. Only this time, 
there was no dividing line between Good and Evil, with friends, faculty, and 
first years crowded into the intimate picnic field outside the Blue Forest 
gates. As Agatha exited the tunnel, she spotted the young Everboys and 
Evergirls in the back: Bodhi, Laithan, Devan, Bert, Beckett, and Priyanka 
among them. In front of the Evers sat the first-year Nevers: Valentina, Aja, 
Bossam, Laralisa, and more. Then the crew of fourth years that had rescued 
them from Putsi—Vex, Ravan, Mona—plus others who had recovered from 
their quest injuries, including big-boned, flesh-headed Brone, his leg still in 
a cast. (Why didn’t someone use black magic to heal him too? Agatha 
wondered.) Next was Agatha’s own team: shirtless Hort, nursing his feet 
against ice blocks, his face and arms sunburnt, his chest lily-white, 
grumbling to himself while swigging cold cider, as if he’d gone from man- 
wolf to overcooked pirate. Beside him were Bogden and Willam, both 
bandaged and rubbed with colorful salves. Then Hester, Anadil, and Dot, 


with Dot still old and baby Merlin clutched to her chest. At the sides of the 
field, the faculty gathered: Professor Emma Anemone, Professor Sheeba 
Sheeks, Castor the Dog, and others, both Good and Evil. Only Yuba and 
Princess Uma were missing. Sophie, too, Agatha realized now. Students and 
teachers alike took in Agatha as she entered, her once allies, her only 
family, now silent and grim, like witnesses to a trial. 

Overhead, Lionsmane’s message shimmered like a golden scar in the 
sky. 

The audience returned their focuses forward: to their leader, seated on a 
stump between the two tunnels. 

Tedros. 

He had no shirt on, his body bruised and cut up, his breeches torn and 
dirt-stained. His gold curls still had leaves in them. Scim scratches 
blemished his right cheek. While Agatha had slept, eaten, bathed, he’d done 
none of these things. His cloudy blue eyes zeroed in on her, her prince 
sitting straighter. 

Agatha wanted to say something, but Tedros spoke first. 

“Sit down,” he ordered. 

Agatha obeyed, searching in vain for Sophie, before dropping beside 
Hort. 

“Hello, Fatima,” Hort slurred. 

Agatha gave him a look. 

“Fatima of Neverland whose tale the Storian told because she had so 
many friends but then did stupid things to lose them, one by one, until she 
had none.” Hort swigged more cider. “Friendless Fatima. That’s you.” 

Agatha tried to tune him out. 

“You knew Sophie was out there. And you didn’t tell me,” Hort flamed, 
itching his sunburns. “So instead of protecting her, I end up a wolf 
chauffeur, ferrying Bilbo Bogden, his boyfriend, and a baby across 
Mahadeva in a heatwave, this after carrying you and Tedious around the 
Woods, and now I have sunstroke so bad Castor had to seal me in an ice 
coffin just to get me to remember my own name. But I remember what you 
did. Oh yes, I do. Taking Sophie for yourself. Keeping me from helping 
her.” He glowered at Agatha, who could see Tedros watching her from his 
stump, just as intensely. 

“Witches were saying they were the ones who got the stymphs to rescue 
us,” said Tedros, emotionless. 


“No offense, but we didn’t trust you out there on your own,” Hester 
explained to Agatha. “Not with the Snake on the loose. Once we got to 
school, we told the teachers. Figured they should put out a team to protect 
you.” 

“Glad you were of some use, considerin’ we sent you here to find an 
aging spell,” Hort heckled. 

“We did find an aging spell, actually,” Anadil said, knife-sharp. 

“Not the kind that works,” Hort blustered. “Dot’s still a fishwife and I 
can smell Merlin’s diaper from here.” 

“Because it has to be done in steps, you boiled rodent,” Hester retorted. 

“It's called an Age Defyer,” Anadil said, her two rats asleep on her 
shoulders. “Ages or de-ages you a single year each day, for as long as you 
take it.” 

“Same one my mother used to stay young enough to birth me at an old 
age,” said Hester. “Professor Sheeks helped us brew it. A stew of rat tears, 
turtle scales, and moldy cheese. Piping hot to grow older. Ice cold to turn 
young.” 

“Fed some to Merlin and myself this morning,” said Dot, snuggling the 
infant. “Death would have been preferable to the taste.” 

Agatha inspected Dot closer: indeed, she looked a tad fresher than she 
had in Bloodbrook, while Merlin was longer, plumper than before, clad in 
purple velvet robes and fur booties, his eyes radiating intelligence. 

“Mama!” he babbled, spotting Agatha and hopping out of Dot’s arms to 
crawl towards her. “Mama llama! Mama llama!” 

Limited intelligence, Agatha thought. 

She scooped Merlin up, his belly soft against her chest. The wizard 
baby had new white-blond curls beneath his cone-shaped bonnet, which 
smelled of sweet milk. Merlin drummed his fingers on Agatha’s cheeks. 
“Mama llama!” 

“In a matter of days, Merlin will be able to speak coherent sentences 
and communicate with us,” said Hester. “And in a couple weeks, he’ll be 
our age, equipped with his sorcerer powers.” 

“If he keeps his powers,” Professor Sheeks said, concerned. “We don’t 
know what he’s lost.” 

“AND WE DON’T HAVE WEEKS!” Castor the Dog blared, waving a 
paw at Lionsmane’s message. “WHOLE WOODS IS COMING FOR 
AGATHA!” 


“Castor’s right,” echoed Professor Anemone, unusually disheveled. “We 
can’t protect Agatha here. Not under that kind of attack.” 

“Of course we can,” said Laithan, the muscled, red-haired Everboy, 
rising to his feet. “Good always wins. That’s our duty as Evers. To hold our 
ground and fight for our queen.” 

“Nevers too,” said dark-browed Valentina, standing. “We defend 
Agatha. We defend the school!” 

“Like we did against Rafal,” said Ravan, bounding up. “We took down 
him and his army of zombies. We can do it again!” 

“No, we can’t,” Tedros repelled. “Rafal’s zombies were zombies. Kill 
Rafal and they died with him. This is the whole Woods, men, women, and 
creatures from a hundred kingdoms, each fighting for a leader they don’t 
even realize is their enemy. A leader far more vicious than Rafal. Robin 
Hood couldn’t defeat the Snake. Kei couldn’t either and he was a trained 
assassin. Japeth murdered Tinkerbell. He slayed my friend Betty like it was 
nothing. He killed Lancelot, Chaddick, the Sheriff of Nottingham, and so 
many more. And you think you can win this war for me. The same way 
Agatha thought she could. Which is why we’re here. About to lose.” 

Agatha reddened, like she’d been slapped. 

Everyone’s eyes went to her. Even Merlin’s, the baby skittish and mute. 

Tedros gave her a long stare. Not angry or cold, but weary and defeated, 
as if when a prince didn’t act a prince and a princess didn’t act a 
princess .. . this was the fitting result. 

“So what do we do, then?” said blond Bert. 

“How do we win?” asked blonder Beckett. 

“How else? Make Tedros kill Agatha,” a voice said. 

The crowd turned to Hort. 

“Tt’s the second test, ain’t it?” he groused, waving his cup, splashing 
cider everywhere. “Dear ol’ Teddy spears her and he wins. Then all he has 
to do is finish the third test and the Snake’s dead. Trade Agatha’s life for 
ours. That’s what a king would do.” 

Agatha gaped at Hort, speechless. 

“What you get for hoardin’ Sophie to yourself,” Hort murmured. 

“You have a girlfriend!” Agatha hissed back. 

“You have a girlfriend and boyfriend!” Hort scorched. “You kiss 
everyone!” 


“Enough!” Professor Sheeks boomed. “As long as Agatha and Tedros 
are students at this school, there will be no killing!” 

“But Agatha’s not a student anymore,” hairy, three-eyed Bossam 
pointed out. “And Hort's right. If Agatha dies, we’re all safe—” 

“You don’t think ‘King Japeth’ will destroy the school the first chance 
he gets? Along with everyone in it?” Professor Anemone assailed. “As long 
as Agatha’s sitting here, she’s a student. And our best one at that.” 

“Tf she’s the best, then why did she mess things up?” Bossam pushed. 

“Yeah,” said Aja angrily, “why do we have to die defending her because 
of her mistake?” 

More Nevers rumbled. Evers too. 

“Because it wasnt a mistake, you fools,” a voice declared from a tunnel, 
followed by Sophie flouncing into the clearing, hair styled, makeup done, 
her white dress molded into a glittery winged kimono. “Sorry, I’m late. The 
hex to fix Aggie’s leg picked one of my own bones to break in return.” She 
held up her right hand, wrapped in bandages. “Could have been worse, of 
course, but beautifying with one hand is about as enticing as a night with 
Hort.” She smiled at the weasel, as if she’d overheard everything he’d said 
to Agatha in her absence. 

Hort went pink. 

“Oh right, and this so-called ‘mistake,’” Sophie said, fluttering her good 
hand at the crowd. “Agatha swallowed the answer to stop Japeth from 
claiming it first. Tedros had plenty of chances to win, but as usual, he didn’t 
get the job done. It was Agatha who saved him from losing. It was Agatha 
who saved us from the Snake being ahead in the race. If anything, it was 
she who acted the king.” 

Agatha blushed with love. Sophie. Her knight in shining armor. Sophie, 
who’d broken herself to heal her best friend. Sophie, who’d found the Good 
in her, even when Agatha thought herself Evil. Her friend was never a 
witch. Just like Agatha wasn’t a princess. They were both, always both, the 
line between princess and witch as thin as the line between stories and real 
life. 

Tedros eyed Sophie stonily. “So I’m to blame, then. My own princess 
interfering in my test is my fault. My father telling me I have to kill her is 
my fault.” 

“Do you think I’d have done it if Pd known what would happen?” 
Agatha stood up, the baby bobbing against her chest. “I was trying to save 


us. I wasn’t thinking—” 

“That much we can agree on,” said Tedros. 

“Because you’re the model of calm, deliberate thought,” Sophie 
chirped, flanking Agatha. 

Students and teachers peeked between the prince, his princess, and her 
best friend, three points of a triangle. 

“What should I have done, then?” Agatha challenged Tedros, 
emboldened by Sophie. “Let Japeth win?” 

“You didn’t give me a chance to win!” Tedros said, jumping to his feet. 
“T’m the one fighting for the throne. I need you to help me. Not stand in my 
way!” 

“I'm not trying to stand in your way! I want you to have a head!” said 
Agatha. 

“So rarely used, though,” Sophie chimed. 

Merlin clapped with glee. 

“This is why the Snake will win,” Tedros muttered, sinking to his 
stump. “Because he doesn’t have anyone holding him back. Because he 
fights for himself!” 

“T thought that’s what made us Good,” Agatha replied. “We fight for 
each other.” 

Tedros looked at her. 

“And you’re wrong. Japeth isn’t fighting for himself,” Sophie added. 
“He wants to raise someone from the dead. That’s why he wants the 
Storian’s powers. That’s why he wants your ring. For love. Just like you.” 

“Don’t compare him to me,” Tedros lashed, still riled up. “He wants his 
mother back. That horrible Sader woman. We already know that.” 

“No. Not Evelyn,” Sophie said, starkly. “That’s who Rhian loved. It’s 
why Japeth killed him. The Snake wants someone else back. His best 
friend. His true love.” 

Sophie’s words hit Agatha like a blow. She turned to Tedros, who’d 
understood too, his fire dissipating. 

“Aric?” he said. “That’s what he wants? To bring Aric back to life?” 

Agatha could feel the whole school tense up, contemplating the return 
of Lady Lesso’s son, a sadist with a black hole for a soul. The only thing 
worse than a Snake was two of them, united by love. 

Tedros and Agatha locked eyes, the prince’s gaze plaintive, as if the 
time for blame was over. 


“There’s nowhere we can go that Japeth won’t find you,” he said to her. 
“There’s no solution to the test. Not that keeps us both alive.” 

“But you can stay alive,” Agatha answered, damp with sweat, her neck 
red. Merlin gripped her shirt with small fists. “You can still win the test.” 

Tedros’ expression changed. He leaned forward, looking very much a 
man. “Listen to me, Agatha. I will never hurt you. Never. I will fight until 
my last breath to keep you safe.” 

He spoke with such strength, such clarity, that even with death hanging 
between them, Agatha felt a rush of love. She didn’t want to die. But she 
needed to hear her prince say it. That they were in this together. That she 
still meant everything to him. That he loved her, no matter what. 

Tedros smiled sadly at her. Even love couldn’t save them now. They 
were cornered, with no way out. He sighed and glanced at Sophie, as if for 
once in his life, he’d take suggestions from her. But Sophie, too, was at a 
loss. 

The three of them were trapped. 

Their story at a dead end. 

Until a deep voice broke the silence. 

“There is a way.” 

For a second, Agatha thought it’d come from the sky or from the child 
in her arms. 

Then she saw Professor Manley, standing inside the mouth of Evil’s tree 
tunnel, his pale, lumpy flesh and the glare of his eyes reflecting through 
darkness. 

“Come with me,” he said, heading back into the tunnel. 

Everyone in the Clearing stood up— 

“No. You.” Manley pointed a sharp, dirty nail at Tedros and Agatha. 
“Only you.” 

Agatha and her prince exchanged looks. They hurried after him, Merlin 
at Agatha’s breast— 

Sophie blocked her path, facing off with Manley. “Where she goes, I 


„ 


go. 

Manley was about to retort— 

“I still am Dean of the school in which you teach, Bilious, given I never 
resigned the position,” Sophie clipped. 

Professor Manley’s eggish head shivered as if it might explode. “Suit 
yourself,” he snarled, stomping into the tunnel, now three pairs of feet 


chasing him. 

Make that four. 

“Ain't leavin’ me behind!” 

Agatha spun to see Hort bundling after Sophie, half-naked and barefoot. 
“Not this time, Fatima! Not ever!” the weasel spewed. 

Sophie blinked at him. “Who in lord’s name is Fatima?” 

“Don’t ask,” said Agatha, pulling her best friend ahead. 


HIGH IN THE School Master’s tower, the Storian was paused over a nearly 
blank page. Professor Manley looked down at it, Agatha and her friends 
circled around him. 

There was no painting. No scene. 

Only a single line, in bold, black script beneath the empty space. 


“There was a way.” 


Tedros frowned. “That’s it? That’s all it says?” 

“How is that supposed to help us?” Sophie asked Manley. 

“What good is a ‘way’ if we don’t know what it is?” Hort piled on. 

Agatha had the same questions. 

Then, suddenly, the Storian began to glow. 

A deep, urgent gold. 

The ring on Tedros’ finger began to glow the same hue. 

Tedros’ eyes widened. “What's happening—” 

The glowing Storian stabbed down to the page, inking a painting in 
furious sweeps of color. A painting of Agatha and Tedros in this very tower. 
The couple was standing at the back window, the prince’s arm around her 
waist as Agatha clasped a baby to her chest, the two of them gazing into the 
sun. 

Beneath the painting, the Pen’s words remained: “There was a way.” 

Prince and princess looked at each other, baffled. 

Agatha saw Manley peering at her intently, as if she already had the 
answers. 

Then Agatha remembered. 

The last time she was in this tower. It happened then too. The Storian 
painted something that had yet to take place. At the time, she’d questioned 
why the pen was acting out of turn. The Storian’s job was to write the story 


as it happened. But suddenly the pen was jumping ahead . . . warning them 
of dangers .. . guiding them to clues... 

“Sometimes the story leads you,” Yuba the Gnome had told her. 

Agatha examined the Pen closer. 

“The Storian needs our help to keep it alive,” she said, studying its steel, 
a single swan left. Camelot’s swan. The last tether of the Pen’s power. 
“That’s why it’s helping us.” 

“You’re not making sense,” Tedros dismissed, pointing at the painting. 
“How is this helping us?” 

But Sophie seemed to understand. Sophie, who’d always had her own 
mysterious connection with the Storian, from the very first time she and her 
best friend had found it. 

Sophie looked at the Pen... 

Then at Agatha. 

In a flash, the two girls were on the move, pushing Tedros towards the 
back window. 

“We have to do it!” Sophie exerted. 

“Do what?” the prince asked, mystified. 

“Do the pose!” said Agatha, matching her stance in the painting, Merlin 
fussing against her shoulder. “Hold me the way you are in the painting, 
Tedros! Hurry!” 

Tedros slung his arm around Agatha’s waist. “I really don’t get why—” 

“Other side,” Sophie badgered. 

Tedros growled, letting her position him, but Merlin twitched restlessly, 
delivering a slap to the prince’s eye. “Ow! Why’d you bring the damn baby! 
Get rid of him!” 

“Tt’s Merlin!” Agatha barked. 

“Shhh! Both of you!” Sophie snapped. “Now look out the window.” 

Grumbling, Tedros angled towards the Woods, Agatha trying to subdue 
Merlin, while Sophie waited carefully out of frame. 

Nothing happened. 

Hort yawned against the wall. “I’ve seen a lot of daft things in my life 
but—” 

Manley kicked him. “Stay focused,” the teacher directed Agatha and 
Tedros. “Follow the pen—” 

The Storian crackled with blue static, pointing in Manley’s direction, as 
if he risked punishment by interfering any further. 


And yet, he’d said all he needed to. 

“When Man Becomes Pen,” Agatha remembered. 

That was August Sader’s theory. 

Man and Pen in balance. 

A calm came over Agatha as she nestled against Tedros, the wizard 
baby settling down, taking her cue. Soon Agatha was as still as the Agatha 
in the painting. And with Agatha’s stillness, Tedros stopped fidgeting, too, 
and found his own place of quiet, their living selves in union with their ones 
on the page. Fate and free will in perfect flow, each feeding the other. The 
silence in the tower thickened, as if the story had taken a breath... 

Then Agatha heard it. 

A galloping sound below. 

Tedros’ eyes widened. 

Together, they looked out into the Woods . . . at the gates of the school 
flying open . . . a blur of motion rushing through ... 

A masked rider in black atop a horse. 

No. Not a horse. 

A camel. 

It skidded to a stop at the edge of the lake, the rider standing atop its 
hump before tilting masked eyes up towards Agatha and Tedros in the tower 
window. 

“Animals can help you if you help them. First thing I taught you at 
school!” a bright voice called. “You must have learned your lesson well.” 

The rider took off the mask. 

Princess Uma smiled. “Because this animal’s found a way to help you.” 

The camel grinned, too, craning its head up to Agatha. 

A camel Agatha knew. 

A camel she’d saved from its own trap. 

Now come to save her and her prince. 

“Mama llama!” Merlin giggled. He pointed at the camel. “Llama! 
Llama!” 

Agatha gaped at the baby. 

“Definitely keeping him with us,” said Tedros. 
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What do you suppose they’re talking about?” Sophie asked, watching 
Hort wrap his arms around Tedros in the sky while she wrapped her arms 
around Agatha on the ground. 

“What do boys talk about at all?” Agatha replied, Merlin strapped to her 
back. 





The camel could seat three, anticipating Agatha, Tedros, and Princess 
Uma as its passengers, only to be confronted with Sophie and Hort, too, 
plus a baby. When it became clear that Agatha wouldn’t leave Merlin, 
Sophie wouldn’t leave Agatha, and Hort wouldn’t leave Sophie, Princess 
Uma summoned a stymph to ride with the boys, tracking Agatha and 
Sophie from above, while the girls rode the camel below. (“I can ride with 
Sophie,” Hort volunteered. “And me with Agatha,” Tedros seconded. “Uma 
already assigned teams,” Sophie nipped.) As for their destination, they had 
no clue, because the camel refused to disclose it: “So no one can betray us 


to the enemy,” it told Uma. When the princess pressed the animal to at least 
reveal the way they were going or the way to save Agatha from the second 
test, the camel replied: “Trust is the way.” 

“Or at least, that’s what I think it said,” Uma sighed later. “In Camel 
tongue, ‘trust’ and ‘death’ are the same word, though it’s safe to assume it 
meant the first over the second.” 

“And you’re sure we trust it?” Sophie had asked Agatha after Uma and 
the boys went to find a stymph. 

Agatha stroked the camel like a pet. “The Sultan of Shazabah sent it as a 
gift for Rhian’s wedding, before I saved it from the king’s hands. It wants to 
reunite with its family. I heard its wish. But it can’t go home to Shazabah. 
Not without being killed for disobeying orders. Uma said it was hiding in 
the Woods when it saw Lionsmane’s message about me being the second 
test. The camel knew I needed help, so it sent word for Princess Uma 
through the forest animals, hoping she’d be able to lead it to me.” 

Sophie watched Merlin nuzzle his young face in the camel’s fur. “Last 
time we trusted an animal, it was that despicable beaver who tried to 
murder us with snakes,” said Sophie. “I don’t trust vermin of any kind. No 
matter what Uma says.” 

“Spoken like a true witch,” Agatha quipped. 

Sophie frowned. “What’s that smell?” 

The camel had peed on her shoe. 

With half the Woods bounty-hunting Agatha, they could only ride at 
night, leaving sleep for the daytime. As for those left behind, Tedros 
assigned them new quests. A gang of first years led by Valentina and 
Laithan would sneak into Camelot to shadow Japeth’s movements, while 
Bogden and Willam were to visit the priest named Pospisil—who Willam 
once served as an altar boy—to see if he’d be of help against the Snake. 

“Librarian at the Living Library hinted he might be a friend to us,” said 
Tedros. 

Meanwhile, a squirrelly nut had arrived for Tedros while they’d been in 
the School Master’s tower. 

“Message from Jaunt Jolie,” Tedros disclosed, addressing the witches. 
“Queen Jacinda wants to see you.” 

“Jaunt Jolie?” said Hester. “That’s Ever territory.” 

“Send Beatrix or Reena instead,” Anadil agreed. 


“Except those two are still missing,” matronly Dot pointed out. “Kiko 

too.” 

“Not our problem,” Hester snapped. “Nor are Ever queens.” 

“Well, this Ever queen asked for you, which is why you three are 
going,” Tedros ordered. “Tell Jacinda that her daughter is dead, at the hands 
of the Snake. She should know the truth. And find out what happened to 
Nicola and my mother. Last we heard, they’d gone to ask for the queen’s 
help. Her Knights of the Eleven are our best chance to help kill Japeth 
before he finds Agatha. And we have to kill him. Because as long as the 
second test holds, he won’t stop until he kills her.” 

Sophie could see Agatha thinking this over, but Aggie made no 
argument. 

Along the way, Tedros added, the coven should stop at Glass Mountain 
to find where Robin Hood had hidden Maid Marian. (“How do we tell her 
Robin’s dead?” Dot lamented. “We really are the death parade,” Anadil 
mumbled back.) 

The rest of the Evers and Nevers, teachers included, would resume 
classes as usual, deflecting any suspicions they were harboring Agatha, 
while keeping the Storian well-protected. Besides, as Professor Sheeks 
pointed out, the camel had made a wise choice: by withholding its plans for 
Agatha, the school could play dumb—even the most potent sorcerer 
couldn’t extract information if they had no information to give. 

Good, Evil, Boy, Girl, Young, Old .. . the common mission was the 
same: forward motion, trusting a camel to guide them, even if they hadn’t a 
clue where the camel was going. 

Sophie felt this forward motion literally now, their journey begun, the 
camel bouncing her with every step, Sophie’s nose and mouth covered with 
white silk. Somewhere between the Clearing and the Woods, her white 
kimono had magically morphed into a chic riding ensemble, complete with 
headscarf and veil. “You know, I keep trying to get the dress off, but the 
more I try, the more it refashions into something divine, as if it knows 
exactly how to charm me. At this point, I can’t tell whether it’s good magic 
or bad magic.” 

“Anything of Evelyn Sader’s is bad,” said Agatha in a dark hooded 
cloak behind her, the baby asleep against her back. 

“And yet, Evelyn is the link between the Snake and Green Knight,” 
Sophie replied. “Isn’t that what you saw in the pearl?” 


“It was some kind of riddle hidden inside. A riddle Arthur wanted the 
winner of the first test to see,” said Agatha. 

“Must be important, then,” Sophie allowed, “even if it makes no sense.” 

“When we went into Rhian’s blood, what did we see for sure?” said 
Agatha. “We saw Evelyn enchant Arthur to have his child. We saw Evelyn 
put the spansel around his neck instead of Lady Gremlaine doing it. Which 
means Arthur had a secret son with Evelyn Sader. Or sons. No doubt about 
it.” 

“And yet, the Snake isn’t Arthur’s son at all. Or at least he claimed he 
isn’t,” said Sophie. “Then again, he lies about everything, just like his 
brother did.” She shook her head. “But why would he lie about that? Unless 
the Snake isnt the son Evelyn had with Arthur . . . Unless it’s the Green 
Knight who’s the Snake’s father... .” 

“But Rhian’s blood says it's Arthur who's the father!” Agatha argued. 

“And yet, the Green Knight has the same name as the Snake. Japeth. 
Plus, the wizard tree said the Snake had a connection to the Green Knight's 
soul. How can that be unless Japeth shares his blood?” Sophie insisted. 
“The Green Knight has to be the Snake’s father.” 

“And Evelyn Sader his mother? But why did Rhian’s blood lie, then? 
And how did it fool Excalibur when Rhian pulled the sword from the 
stone?” 

“Maybe it didn’t lie,” Sophie guessed. “Maybe Rhian had Arthur as his 
father and Japeth had the Green Knight as his... . Evelyn Sader the mother 
to both.” Sophie’s heart hummed faster. “Twins divided by magic ...” 

“Like us,” Agatha spoke softly. 

Sophie heard the catch in her friend’s voice. They’d never talked about 
it. What they’d seen in August Sader’s history long ago. That they were 
sisters . . . but sisters in name only . . . Two souls, forever irreconcilable, 
each a mirror of the other: one Good, one Evil. What if Rhian and Japeth 
were the same? Sophie thought. 

“Tt doesn’t make sense,” Agatha rejected. “How can twins have different 
fathers?” 

Sophie threw up her hands. “But who’s their father, then? Arthur or the 
Green Knight? Is Rhian’s blood right or is Japeth’s blood right? And if 
Rhian’s blood was wrong, how do we know Evelyn Sader is their mother at 
all?” 

Agatha sighed, both of their brains in knots. 


They stopped speaking for a while, Merlin letting out a burble as if he’d 
been listening all along. Sophie glanced high at Tedros and Hort, 
silhouetted in their black cloaks, still locked in their own conversation, 
while Uma steered the stymph to match the camel’s pace. 

“You really broke your wrist to save my leg?” Agatha asked. 

“Tf the Snake is coming for you, we can’t have you hobbling around. Of 
course the repair spell could have broken my own leg in return or worse, 
but I figured you and I would take turns healing each other and breaking 
bones until we found the least inconvenient one.” 

Agatha snorted. “God, how did we get here?” 

“You mean, aboard a smelly camel to nowhere, with your prince 
ordered to kill you, the Woods stalking you, and a baby wizard on your 
back?” 

The camel spat a gob of fire past Sophie’s ear. 

“Must everything in our story be twisted and barbarous?” Sophie 
moaned. 

She peeked back at Agatha, expecting the usual wry response. But 
instead, Aggie looked afraid. More than afraid. She looked lost. 

“No, I mean, how did we get here?” Agatha said. “So far from a happy 
ending?” 

“We were meant for a bigger life, Agatha,” Sophie reminded. “From the 
beginning. August Sader told the School Master that a Reader would be his 
true love... the Evil soul Rafal had been waiting for. That's why Rafal 
kidnapped Readers like us to this world. To find his true love. But Sader 
lied to him: because he knew that you and I would kill Rafal. That our love 
would destroy him. After Rafal died, we thought the story was over. We 
assumed our happy ending would last forever. Because that’s what 
storybooks taught us. That Good always wins. That Ever After is Ever 
After. But our fairy tale changed the rules. We punched holes in the old 
ways of Good and Evil. And now we’re in a new tale where it’s no longer 
enough to be Good. The Storian wants more from us. Enough to risk its 
own destruction. To win, we have to follow our story wherever it leads. 
Beyond Ever and Never. Beyond Man and Pen. To the End of Ends.” 

Agatha went quiet behind her, her body no longer rigid, a calm settling 
into her breath. She touched Sophie’s shoulder. 

“To the End of Ends,” said Agatha. 

The words echoed in the dark forest. 


Wisps of blue smoke floated down and curdled in front of Sophie, a 
message in Hort’s scraggly glow: “Tell Agatha to switch with me.” 

Sophie waved away the smoke. “You know, for a boy with a girlfriend, 
he certainly doesn’t act like it.” 

“Which makes me wonder why Nicola is with him at all,” said Agatha, 
her tone lighter, as if gossiping about someone else’s love life was a tonic 
for doom. “Nicola’s as sharp as they come. She’s read our fairy tale and 
knows every detail. She must know Hort can’t let go of you.” 

“And having read our story, she also thinks Hort’s too good for me, 
which is why she continues to date him,” said Sophie. “Nic’s a Reader like 
us. She grew up reading tales where witches don’t have boyfriends. To her, 
Hort liking me is unnatural. She truly believes he deserves someone better. 
Someone like her. And that if she stays with him, Hort will eventually see 
the light. But that implies love is rational. That when backed into a corner, 
the heart does the sensible thing. But that’s where Hort and I are the same. 
Neither of us has the least control over our heart.” 

“Hmm. Interesting,” Agatha said. 

“T don’t like the sound of that.” 

“Our third year, Hort saw a vision in the Wish Fish lake. When we were 
at Guinevere’s safe house. The fish told him that you and him would be 
married in the end. And we’re not yet at The End...” 

“I know this will surprise you, but I’ve considered it, Aggie,” said 
Sophie. “Especially after Hort tried to rescue me from Rhian. For the 
briefest of moments, I saw him as my prince . . . I saw what our story 
together could be... And there are moments, now more than ever, where I 
think: Take a chance. Date the weasel. Go for the doting, soft boy instead of 
the sultry hunk who ends up wanting to kill me. At least I’ll be loved. At 
least I'll have kisses without a knife in my back.” Sophie paused. “But then 
I think . . . where’s the challenge in that?” She grinned back at her friend. 

“And you wonder why witches don’t have boyfriends,” said Agatha. 


NEVER ENTER THE Woods at night. 

That had been one of the first rules Sophie had learned at the School for 
Good and Evil. And with good reason. After sunset, the forest turned into a 
haunting ground. Red and yellow eyes twinkled like jewels in the 
underbrush, followed by the gleam of sharp teeth. Dark outlines flitted 
across trees: snouts, claws, wings. The night came with its own sounds, too, 


a steady roll of growls and skitters and shrieks. The deeper you prowled 
into the Woods, the more it prowled back, tickling the crooks of your legs, 
breathing at your neck. But safe atop the camel, Sophie took in the night 
with new eyes. Fluorescing green spores on poisonous ivy. Black scorpions, 
shiny like obsidian. Red and blue snakes twined around a tree. There was 
beauty in the danger, if you let yourself see it. 

The thoughts were fleeting. Sophie knew it was only a matter of time 
before they ran into someone after Agatha. A few hours into their trek and 
they’d already caught glimpse of two teenage boys, a lone dwarf, a witch 
wheeling a cart . . . but all bustled by with hardly a glance, as if using the 
dark to hide from something themselves. 

“That age potion must be working,” Agatha said. “Merlin’s getting 
heavier.” 

Sophie studied the child strapped to her friend, his body bigger, his hair 
bushier than when they’d left school, the once baby-sized robes seeming to 
magically grow with him. Merlin eagerly sucked milk from his blue hat, 
leaking all over Agatha. 

“Make Mama wet!” the wizard chimed, rubbing milk into her hair. 

“Now I see why you hate children,” said Agatha. 

“He’s in the terrible twos. For the night anyway,” Sophie noted. “Hester 
said to feed him the next dose of potion. That’ll grow him to three by 
tomorrow.” 

“Already heavy on my back at two.” 

“Let me hold him, then. At least for a little while.” 

“He’s due for a poo.” 

“Give him to me, Aggie.” 

Agatha unhooked Merlin with a sigh and handed him to Sophie, who 
used her good hand to secure him in her lap— 

The Woods vanished. 

Sophie was high on a cloud, silver stars winking against a purple sky. 

The Celestium. 

Someone was sitting next to her. 

Tedros. 

Tedros, who had no head. 

His neck a bloody stump. 

“Peekaboo!” a voice said. 


She turned and saw Tedros’ decapitated head floating in the air behind 
her. 

“Peekaboo!” 

Sophie screamed— 

But now she was back in the forest, so jolted with shock that she was 
about to fall off the camel, the baby with her, before Agatha lunged and 
saved them both. 

“Have you lost your mind!” she berated Sophie. 

Sophie gaped at Merlin, the child grinning at her. The wizard had done 
it. Was it a prank? More terrible twos? And yet, the way Merlin was 
smiling, so calm and assured... 

“Wait. Did something happen?” Agatha asked suddenly, her expression 
changing, as if she’d had her own bout with Merlin’s tricks. “Sophie, what 
did you see?” 

Your boyfriend in two pieces. 

“Nothing,” Sophie said out loud. “Just got dizzy.” 

Hort’s glow-smoke drifted in front of her again, a new message: “Saw 
you fall. I’m coming down.” 

Sophie scrawled back in pink glow—“Come down and PIl give you a 
slap”—swatting the message up to him. 

Hort stayed where he was. 

They rode on. Freed from carrying Merlin, Agatha promptly fell asleep 
against Sophie’s shoulder. The wizard poked at the vial sticking out of 
Sophie’s dress pocket. 

“Drinkie,” he peeped. 

Sophie pulled out the bottle of green goo that Hester had given her and 
squeezed a few steamy drops onto Merlin’s tongue, the child eager for it, 
despite the potion’s hellish smell and the face he made upon swallowing. 
Sophie tried to shake off what she’d seen in the Celestium, while Merlin 
sang nonsense and toyed with her veil. Every time she looked at him, he 
seemed to have grown, his diaper no longer soiled every hour. Instead, he’d 
tug on Sophie with a spooked look, his new way of indicating he needed to 
relieve himself. Time slowed to a crawl, the wizard’s growth outpacing the 
night, until at last the black sky started to blue. The camel peered up at 
Uma, expecting her to scout the path and signal a spot to hide until 
morning. But the stymph stalled, Uma hesitating ... 

There were campfires ahead, circled by shadows. 


“Aggie, look,” Sophie nudged. 

Agatha snored awake. Her eyes widened. “Pirates,” she breathed, taking 
in the fleet of Camelot guards, led by Wesley, his sunburnt face visible 
through his helmet. 

But not just pirates, Sophie realized. 

Wolves. 

Dozens of them, man-wolves and werewolves alike, mixed with 
Japeth’s army, the wolves’ hulking torsos and feral faces flamelit as the 
teams shared roasted rabbit and squirrel. 

Sophie looked to Uma for guidance, but treetops and rising smoke had 
obscured the stymph. Sophie tugged on the camel’s reins, reversing course, 
but more wolves were coming that way, towing a dead boar. The camel 
hustled forward, sneaking a narrow path around the camp. Sophie tightened 
her veil and Agatha grabbed Merlin’s blue hat to fashion her own mask, 
both girls keeping their heads low. 

“Bloodbrook ain’t no friend to Camelot,” Wesley said to the largest 
man-wolf, as the returning wolves heaped the boar on the fire. “King musta 
promised yers a pretty penny to help us catch Agatha.” 

“Storian hasn’t written the tale of a Bloodbrook Never in a hundred 
years. Closest we came was that pathetic Hort, who played the fool in 
Agatha’s tale,” said the wolf leader. “No legends or heroes to believe in 
anymore. Reason we’ve become a slum instead of the kingdom we once 
were. If Rhian gets the Pen’s powers, he promised to restore Bloodbrook to 
glory.” 

“With yer noses helpin’ us, king’ Il win the second test in no time,” said 
Wesley. “Track that wench down like a dog.” He smiled at the wolf leader. 
“No offense.” 

And yet, with the smoke and meat, none of them caught scent of 
Agatha, who was slipping right past them, almost out of the thicket. Sophie 
tried to quiet Merlin, who was squirming for Agatha as the camel skirted 
the enemy camp, about to break into open Woods. But Merlin thrashed 
harder in Sophie’s arms, angling for Agatha— 

His hat, Sophie realized. 

He wanted it back. 

Merlin started to swell red. 

No, no, no, Sophie prayed. 

The wizard went redder, redder, redder. 


She covered his mouth— 

Merlin exploded. 

A loud, piercing wail that startled even the camel. 

Agatha and Sophie froze. Merlin, too. 

Wolves and guards raised their eyes. 

The Woods went still. 

Instantly, the camel fled, but wolves surrounded it. The camel spat a 
blast of fire, torching one, but the rest of the wolves tackled it to the ground, 
hoisting Sophie and Agatha off, separating them from Merlin, before they 
cut the camel’s reins and stuffed them in its mouth. 

As wolves gripped the two veiled girls and a guard gagged Merlin, 
Wesley approached, sword in hand. 

“Heidy-ho, fair lasses. May I ask where yer going inna middle of a night 
wit a Shazaboo camel?” 

Sophie looked at Agatha. Agatha looked at Sophie. Each knew who was 
the better liar. 

“To the island of Markle Markle. Hafsa and I are to dance for the king,” 
Sophie touted, nodding at hat-masked Agatha. The white scarf around 
Sophie’s nose and mouth magically tightened, leaving only her green eyes 
visible. “We’ve been sent by the sultan. A diplomatic mission.” 

“Markle Markle, eh?” said Wesley. “And where izzat? East of Shangri- 
la and West of Santy Claus’ den?” 

“Off the shores of Ooty, actually,” Sophie replied. 

Wesley grinned. “Lies.” 

“To a guard of Camelot, perhaps,” said Sophie. “The island is hidden by 
fog. Visible only to maidens and pirates, of which you are neither.” 

Her emerald gaze cut through him. 

Wesley stopped grinning. 

“Show yer face,” he said. “Both of ye.” 

Neither girl obeyed. 

“Then PII do it meself,” he snarled, his sword reaching for Sophie’s veil 


“T wouldn’t if I were you,” said Sophie calmly. “Remove a girl’s veil 
and you’ll be cursed to die before the day is done.” 

Wesley stared at her. Then at Agatha. 

“Bad death!” Agatha piped, with a hideous accent. 

Wesley turned to his men. “That true?” 


No one disputed it. 

“Best be on our way then,” Sophie said, breaking free— 

“Not until you dance,” said a voice. 

The largest man-wolf stepped into the firelight. The pack leader. 

“What?” Sophie asked, off guard. 

“Whole Woods is searching for a fugitive girl about your age. King 
Rhian’s orders,” the man-wolf spoke. “If you are who you say you are, then 
prove it. One dance and you’re free to go.” 

Sophie hesitated, but Agatha jumped in. “No moosic,” she said, 
sounding like a stuffed-up goat. 

“Exactly,” Sophie echoed. “No music, no dance.” 

A steady beat punctured the silence. 

Both girls looked up at two wolves, rapping on guard armor with sticks. 

Tikka tik tok . . . Tikka tik tok... 

Another wolf slapped his paw against a stone: duk duk dop . . . duk duk 
dop... 
A last wolf threw mulch into the fire, with a percussive pahhh .. . 
pahhh... 

The man-wolf leader bared teeth at Sophie. 

“Dance,” he said. 

Sophie glared back at the wolf. 

If there was one thing wolves and men had in common, it was that they 
underestimated the power of a girl. 

Sophie could feel Evelyn’s dress changing on her skin, as if she had full 
command over it the same way Japeth controlled his scims. Soon her white 
riding clothes had become a sparkly fitted halter and matching harem pants, 
her veil coated in glitterdust. 

The wolf stepped back, startled. 

Sophie kicked off her shoes, her arms flurrying, her body spinning into 
motion. Around her enemies she danced, making them dizzy with her 
whirls and twists, her bandaged hand grazing Wesley and wolf with teasing 
touches, before her good hand slashed nails across their cheeks, drawing 
blood. They were too entranced to revolt, watching Sophie twirl with speed 
and glimmer, like a sylph born out of the fire, yanking guards’ hair to jeté 
over them and clutching wolves’ throats to launch into luscious arabesques. 
The beat quickened, the wolves gaping wet-mouthed. A long time ago, a 
Beast had punished Sophie by stealing her beauty. Now his kin were slaves 


to it. Faster and faster, the music went, Sophie heightening her glissades, 
dropping into splits, capping moves with winks and trills, tossing a guard’s 
meal into the fire for a last spike of flames . . . before she thrust her heel in 
a high, stabbing kick, which connected hard with Wesley’s head, knocking 
his helmet into the fire and revealing his peeling, mottled face. 

“Strange you don’t know Markle Markle,” Sophie cooed, eyeing him. 
“Look more pirate than Camelot guard to me.” 

Wolves gave Wesley an odd glance as if they agreed. 

“Best of luck finding your fugitive. Come, Hafsah,” Sophie said, 
snatching Merlin from a guard and strutting towards the tied-up camel— 

“Stop.” 

Sophie turned. 

The wolf was pointing at Agatha. “She dances too.” 

Sophie cleared her throat. “Hafsah only does private dances. For kings 
who pay their weight in gold.” 

“Dance,” Wesley commanded, honed in on Agatha. 

A guard stripped Merlin from Sophie. 

The music began again. 

Tikka tik tok. 

Tikka tik tok. 

Agatha peeked at the treetops, the stymph long gone, then at baby 
Merlin in the guard’s arms, as if hoping the wizard would rescue them. But 
he just chewed on his gag like a pacifier, beaming at his “Mama” and 
clapping along to the wolves’ beat. 

The man-wolf tapped his claw in the dirt, his lips curling over jagged 
teeth. 

Sophie gave Agatha an encouraging nod. Come on, Aggie. Surely she 
could muster a competent waltz or volta or something. Her friend had 
received dance lessons at school. And more lessons at Camelot. Besides, 
dancing was the easiest thing in the world. All it required was comfort of 
body, grace of movement, and a child’s sense of rhythm. 

Then she saw the ghostly pallor of her friend’s face and remembered 
that Agatha had none of these things. 

Agatha lifted her leg and shook it a few times. At first Sophie thought 
this was the warm-up for the dance, but no, this was the dance, her friend 
gyrating like a flamingo before dropping into a hideous squat and rocking 
from side to side, her bony knees cracking. “Ooh de lally, ooh de lally,” 


Aggie mumbled, as if keeping time to a beat that had nothing to do with the 
one being played. Aggie glanced at Sophie and must have seen her 
expression because now she was shaking her bottom and waving her arms 
as if hailing a carriage, before she started running in place as if the carriage 
had left without her. This went on, the phantom sprint, along with strange 
hand sweeps like a sad version of tai chi, until she tripped on her cloak and 
crashed onto her stomach, only to pretend this, too, was the dance, flailing 
her legs, flashing her dusty petticoat, before lumbering onto her side, caked 
in dirt, like amummy washed ashore at the beach. 

Her veil fell off. 

Agatha and Sophie stared at the shrunken wizard hat on the ground. 

Merlin stopped clapping. 

The music halted too, the audience stone silent. 

Slowly Agatha looked up, face in plain sight. 

“Oh, hullo,” she said. 

Like a storm, they came for her, swords and snouts. Sophie blasted her 
pink glow, but the wolves were already on her, tying her and Agatha up 
with pig-smelling rope, while Merlin was stuffed into a burlap sack. Sophie 
strained for breath, Wesley’s knees on her chest, his black nails stabbing her 
neck, his rancid face in hers— 

“King wants yer friend alive. Never said anythin’ ’bout you.” 

He strangled her so hard that her heart jolted to a stop, the life squeezed 
out of her, while Agatha screamed into a gag, forced to watch her best 
friend die— 

Thunder hammered from above. 

A roaring wolf-bomb straight for Wesley, shattering his skull with his 
fists. 

A crater imploded beneath, swallowing wolves and guards as the new 
man-wolf landed, swinging Agatha, Sophie, and Merlin onto his back. He 
grabbed the boar off the roast, axing it at the remaining wolves, painting 
them with flames and sending them fleeing into the Woods, before savaging 
the last few guards with blows to the head. Only when they were all gone 
did he take a breath, his wolf teeth smeared with blood, his fur lit with 
embers, before Hort held Sophie up by his paw, gnashing into her face. 

“Pll take that slap now.” 


A DAY LATER, they camped on the frigid banks of the Frostplains, under 
frozen docks that stretched out into the Savage Sea. 

When night came, Uma woke her charges, expecting the camel to lead 
them on the next leg of the journey. 

But the camel didn’t move, remaining curled up beneath the docks. 

“What are we waiting for?” Uma asked, shivering. 

“For our ship to come in,” the camel told her. 


TWO DAYS LATER, the ship still hadn’t come in. 

While Uma flew the stymph out to sea to forage for more fish, her 
wards huddled beneath the docks as the sun rose, warmed by a small fire 
and their own body heat as they cuddled against the camel’s belly. None of 
them could sleep, including Merlin, age five and fully alert, who was 
skipping around the fire, tossing sticks and seaweed and whatever else he 
could find into the flames and watching them burn. 

“When’s this damned ship coming?” Tedros groused, eyeing the 
sleeping camel. “And where’s this blasted beast taking us?” 

“As far from Shazabah as it can get,” Hort guessed, fire-smoking pieces 
of salmon and handing them to Sophie, who Hort was spooning under his 
arm. “Probably hiding us in the unmapped realms.” 

“But how does that help me win the second test without killing 
Agatha?” said Tedros, harboring his princess to his chest. “Wherever we go, 
the Snake will hunt us. Running away doesn’t stop him or keep Agatha 
safe. Running away isn’t what my father would have wanted me to do. It’s 
just... cowardice.” 

““Trust is the way.’ That's what the camel said,” Agatha sighed, nestling 
deeper into her prince’s arms. 

“Trust also means ‘death’ in Camel,” Tedros cracked. 

“Tt’s saved our life before,” Agatha reminded. “That’s why the Storian 
pointed us to it.” 

“Same Storian wrote murdering twins into our fairy tale right when we 
should have been getting married.” 

Something about the way Tedros said this, at once angry and loving, 
made Agatha’s face change. “I wish I hadn’t swallowed the pearl,” she said 
quietly. “I wish I’d caught it and given it to you. You’d be on to the second 
test. The real second test, whatever it should have been.” 

Tedros stroked her hair. “Trust is the way, remember?” 


Sophie could see Agatha relaxing under her prince’s fingers, her eyes 
closed with pleasure. “Better stop doing that or I’ll get used to it,” Agatha 
murmured to him. 

“You’re very bossy,” said Tedros. “Just stop thinking and let go for 
once.” 

Agatha settled deeper into his chest. Then she sprung up on her elbows. 
“And that vision I saw in the pearl means nothing to you? Evelyn Sader as 
the link between Japeth and the Green Knight?” 

Tedros gave up on his massage. “Thought about it on the stymph ride, 
after you mentioned it. But Evelyn Sader had nothing to do with the Green 
Knight. Nor does Japeth, as far as we know. Why would my father hide that 
in the pearl? Doesn’t make the slightest sense. Like everything else in this 
story.” 

They watched Merlin throw more things into the fire and pip “Shazam!” 
as if he was the one spawning the flames. 

“Our kid is growing up,” Tedros mused, pulling Agatha towards him. 

Sophie nibbled on salmon, watching them kiss. 

“Hope it tastes okay,” Hort said, his bicep hugging her. “Tried to cook it 
just right.” 

Sophie knew she shouldn’t be letting him hold her like this. That it was 
giving Hort the wrong idea. But it was glacial out here. And Hort was 
wonderful at spooning, soft in all the right spots. Plus, with Agatha 
hunkered with Tedros, either she nested with the weasel or slept alone by 
the camel’s buttocks. 

But there was something else, of course. 

The way he’d saved her. 

Not just that Hort had rescued her from death, but also that burn in his 
glare, that red-hot ardor, as if the boy had molted into a man. She’d always 
thought him a weenie, a lovestruck sop, but now she’d seen the alpha wolf 
inside, the one who commanded her love and didn’t back down. She’d 
never admit to being aroused by the thought; she’d plotted the death of any 
boy or beast who dared to claim her .. . Yet here she was, letting this one 
touch her, even though his fingers smelled of smoke and fish. 

She rolled over to Hort. “What did you and Tedros talk about up there 
on the stymph? Every time I looked, you two were deep in conversation.” 

Hort and Tedros exchanged glances. 

“Fitness tips,” said Hort. 


“Rugby,” said Tedros. 

“Ah,” said Sophie. 

Liars. 

“Maybe this is the real second test, though,” Agatha wondered, finally 
freed from Tedros’ lips. “The more I think about this tournament, the 
stranger it is.” 

“Here she goes again,” Tedros said. “Thinking.” 

“A revelation to you, I imagine,” said Sophie. “Aggie, what do you 
mean?” 

“The tournament is a race. Three tests. Whoever stays ahead wins,” 
Agatha reasoned. “If Tedros or Japeth swallowed the pearl, one of them 
would have had a head start on the next test until the other figured it out. So 
how did Arthur know neither of them would win? How did he have that 
second test prepared?” 

Tedros sat up. “I don’t understand.” 

“Of course you don’t,” said Sophie. “But Aggie’s right. Arthur’s ghost 
is speaking from the dead. And yet, he was ready for the case that neither 
you nor Japeth would win.” 

“My dad is thorough,” Tedros defended. “He would have readied for all 
possibilities.” 

“Or he knew all along killing Agatha would be the second test,” said 
Sophie. “Because he’d planned for Agatha winning the first.” 

“You think my dad wants me to kill my future queen?” Tedros mocked. 

But Agatha was still looking at Sophie. “That line when he announced 
the tournament. ‘The future I have seen has many possibilities . . .’” 

“Somehow he had a view to the future,” Sophie said, finishing Agatha’s 
thought. 

Tedros scoffed: “My father wasn’t a magician. He couldn’t have seen 
the future.” 

“And yet, he knew we would be at his archive, looking for the first 
answer. That’s why he had Sader leave clues for us there,” said Agatha. 
“Either Arthur made a lot of lucky guesses . . . or your father saw ahead, 
even when August Sader couldn’t.” 

Tedros’ face changed. “But who would have told him? Who would have 
helped him see the future?” 

“You’re asking the wrong question,” said Hort. 

They turned to him. 


“The question is whether that person was on your side,” said Hort. 

Sophie and the others fell silent. 

Together, they gazed at Merlin, who seemed to have developed 
command over the fire, summoning magical shapes out of the flames: a 
tree...acave...asword... 

“Mama, Mer-Mer is a wizard!” he said, hopping around. “See, look, 
Mama!” 

“Im looking, Merlin,” said Agatha, seemingly both relieved that he had 
his magic and disconcerted by how fast Merlin was growing. In the last day, 
he’d become unpredictable: in touch with his powers and still weeks away 
from knowing his potential. 

“So many things we don’t know,” said Tedros. “Why Dad hid that 
riddle . .. how the Green Knight and Snake are connected . . . whether my 
future is fated or within my control . . .” The prince petted the sleeping 
camel. “Trust better be the way, Sir Camel. Because it’s the only way we 
have left.” 

“Sir Camel is a ‘she,’” said Agatha. 

Princess and prince drifted off to sleep. 

Hort, too, began to yawn, leaving only Sophie to keep watch as the sun 
rose, tinting the docks with wintry light. Soon, Uma returned with a scanty 
stock of fish and fell asleep with the others, while her stymph flew back out 
to sea. Merlin, meanwhile, was still babbling and pitching things into the 
fire, conjuring random shapes. But in time, even the wizard child had 
enough, and after Sophie fed him the next drop of potion, he went down 
between her and Hort. 

Sophie forced herself to stay awake, her eyes pinned on the sea for any 
incoming ships. Her lids heavied, her focus blurring back to the fire. The 
flames seemed to heighten, glowing unnatural colors, yielding new shapes, 
as if Merlin could control them even in sleep, a view into his unconscious. 
First, a blue butterfly . . . then a black snake . . . then a green, headless man 
rising from the fire, his neck a bloody stump .. . 

But he had a head, Sophie saw now. 

He carried it under his arm. 

Tedros’ head. 

“Peekaboo!” Tedros said. 

Sophie bolted awake to a wash of sun. 

The fire was out, the ashes long cooled. 


Merlin was sound asleep, snuggled on Hort’s chest. Agatha and Tedros, 
too— 

But something was different. 

The camel, Sophie realized. 

It was gone. 

Sophie lifted her eyes. 

A ship was at the docks. 

Sails, red and gold. 

Across the stern, carved letters spelled its name. 


Shazabah Sikander 


Shadows cast over Sophie and her friends, as if clouds had cloaked the 
sun. 

Only there were no clouds, the sky a vacant white. 

Slowly Sophie turned around. 

Her blood chilled. 

“Aggie?” she croaked. 

Agatha stirred, following Sophie’s eyes. She jerked upright, snatching 
Tedros awake. Hort and Uma roused too, with the weasel grabbing Merlin. 

At least fifty soldiers glared down at them, wearing red-and-gold armor, 
wielding curved sabers and spears. 

They had the camel, collared and wrapped with chains. 

But the camel didn’t resist. It wasn’t fighting its captors at all. 

It was smiling. 

Grinning at Agatha and Tedros, as if this was the ship it’d been waiting 
for all along. 

It grunted calmly, the same sounds again and again. 

Sounds Sophie had heard before, the camel’s guiding phrase. 

Trust is the way. 

Trust is the way. 

Trust is the way. 

But as guards came towards her and her friends, sabers raised, suddenly 
Sophie understood. 

The camel never meant “trust.” 

The camel meant something else. 

“Trust” and “death” were the same word in Camel. 


And they had gotten it wrong. 


> 16 
THE COVEN 
The Knights of Eleven 


“The queen,” the attendant sniffed in his pink-and-yellow uniform, 
standing tall at the door to Castle Jolie. “I’m to believe the queen sent for 
you.” 

Hester, Anadil, and middle-aged Dot blinked at him, the three witches 
in filthy black hoods, held at the necks by a pair of guards. 





“Found them sneaking across the border, smelling like skunks,” said a 
guard. 

“We weren’t sneaking. The queen invited us,” Hester snapped. “We’ve 
traveled for days to get here. We’re her guests!” 

The attendant snorted. “Throw them out.” 

“We have an urgent message! About Princess Bettina!” Dot insisted, 
flapping her arms. “She’s been ki—” 

“Kin to us. Like family,” Hester cut in, glowering at Dot, before puffing 
up at the attendant: “Is this how you treat friends of the princess? Tell the 
queen we’re here.” 

“The queen is in a meeting with her knights,” the attendant sniffed. 
“And Nevers aren’t permitted inside Castle Jolie. Especially after pirates 
laid waste to our kingdom, with whom you no doubt sympathize.” 

“We’re Nevers, not thugs,” Anadil scorned. 

“Would you deny your queen’s guests because you object to their 
appearance?” Hester piled on. “No wonder pirates target your realm to 
punish such arrogance. No wonder the Snake chose your land to occupy, 
with people like you serving it.” 


The attendant hesitated, with a rankled scowl. Then he rolled his eyes 
and flung open the door. “Last time someone disturbed the queen, she made 
him kneel as a dinner table for her children’s supper. Let’s hope you suffer 
something far worse.” He clacked away, glaring back at the guards. “Don’t 
let them touch anything.” 

The witches followed the guards inside. “Why didn’t we tell the truth?” 
Dot whispered to Hester. “About Bettina being killed?” 

“Who would he think killed her? Especially with a creepy adult looming 
around Ani and me like you’ve kidnapped us,” Hester retorted. “We need to 
see the queen. That’s why Tedros sent us. To get her help fighting the 
Snake. And for that, we’ll tell as many lies as we need to.” 

“Such a wise leader,” said Dot. 

Hester looked touched. 

Dot smiled back. “But am I lying or telling the truth?” 

“Point taken,” Hester growled. 

Ten minutes later, the witches were still waiting, the two guards keeping 
watch from across the foyer. Hester’s eyes were red, her nose runny, as she 
sat on a bench beneath a wall of hydrangeas, the pastel, pom-pom-shaped 
petals blanketing every inch of Castle Jolie. 

“Rats can’t pick up the scent of Nicola or Guinevere,” Anadil fretted, 
her pets returning to her pocket. “Couldn’t pick up Marian’s scent in Glass 
Mountain, either.” 

“Glass Mountain reeked of fungus and blight. And rats won’t pick up 
the scent of anything here but these damn flowers,” Hester muttered, wiping 
her nose. 

“Cleaned up the place nice, at least. Last time we were here, the Snake’s 
pirates pee-peed everywhere,” said Dot, plucking a flower and turning it to 
chocolate. Instantly, the wall began an endless loop of music: “Tipple Top, 
Joy and Jaunt, Come and Be Jolie! Tipple Top, Joy and Jaunt, Come and Be 
Jolie! Tipple Top... .” (The guards groaned.) But the music gave the witches 
cover to talk— 

“Let me handle negotiating with the queen,” Hester whispered. “To kill 
the Snake, we’ ll need her Knights of the Eleven.” 

“But what if her message was a trap?” Dot asked. “Nic and Guinevere 
were supposed to come here and there’s no trace of them. What if the queen 
killed them? What if she’s on the Snake’s side?” 

“Don’t be daft,” Hester barbed, but now her chest felt tight. 


“Think Robin could have left Maid Marian somewhere else in Glass 
Mountain?” Anadil said, still inspecting her rats. “Somewhere we didn’t 
search?” 

“Robin told Sophie he hid Marian in a sanctuary,” said Hester. “Only 
place like that is the sacred orchard and she wasn’t there.” 

“Plus, Robin wouldn’t have planned on leaving her long,” Dot added. 
“Been four days since the wizard tree battle. She’d have gone searching for 
him.” 

“Stink of the blight would have been enough to drive her off,” said 
Hester, sniffing Dot’s clothes. “No wonder the guards found us.” 

“That camel at school smelled worse,” said Dot. “Let’s hope Agatha’s 
safe.” 

“Sooner we kill the Snake, sooner we’re all safe,” said Hester. 

By now, the music was rattling Hester’s skull: “Tipple Top, Joy and 
Jaunt, Come and Be Jolie! Tipple Top, Joy and Jaunt, Come and—” 

A black fist went through the flowers. The song sputtered out. 

Slowly, the witches raised their eyes to a huge man in gold chainmail 
tinted with pearlescent colors. A mask of mesh covered his nose and mouth 
like a veil, his dark eyes slashing through them. 

“The queen will see you now,” he snarled. 

The witches hurried after him. 

“You’re a Knight of the Eleven,” Hester said eagerly. “Fiercest warriors 
in the Woods—” 

“Saddle the horses,” the knight barked at a passing page boy. “Queen 
says the Eleven ride tonight.” 

The boy looked alarmed. “But I’ve just seen the Knights. They’re in no 
condition to—” 

“Now!” the knight roared. 

The boy scuttled away. With every step, the knight grew angrier, his jaw 
grinding, his fists cracking, and only when they turned the corner did Hester 
see why. 

Eight mountainous men stood in their underpants, helping a ninth and 
tenth disrobe their armor, before they handed this armor to the attendant the 
witches had encountered outside, now posed at the entrance to a double- 
doored room. 

The black knight sneered at the witches. “Queen is waiting,” he said, 
stabbing a finger at the doors. Then he turned his ire on the attendant. “This 


is madness, Jorin. An insult to the Knights.” 

“Turn over your armor, Sephyr,” the attendant said. “Queen’s orders.” 

Sephyr growled and stripped off his chainmail. He shoved it at Jorin, 
who folded it with the two other suits of armor, before opening the doors to 
the witches. Hester led Anadil and Dot inside, the coven utterly confused, 
especially since Jorin, who once treated them like fleas, was now bowing 
his head as they entered, then following them in. Ani and Dot clung to 
Hester as the witches made their way into a small room, muggy and 
windowless, the floor creaking underfoot. 

Torches illuminated eight knights around a table, wearing the same 
pearlescent armor and mesh veils the knights outside had been forced to 
shed. 

Three seats at the table were empty. 

“The Knights ride with Eleven,” the leader spoke at the head of the 
table, addressing the coven. “And we are eight. Which is why I’ve brought 
you here.” 

The leader’s pale hands lifted the armored mask, like a funeral veil. 
Queen Jacinda gazed intensely at them. 

“Welcome, new Knights,” she said. 

Jorin put a suit of armor in each of the witches’ hands. 

“New what?” Hester said. 

“W-w-we don’t understand—” Anadil stammered. 

The other knights at the table removed their veils. 

Dot was so stunned she turned her armor to chocolate. 


NICOLA. 

Guinevere. 

Beatrix. 

Reena. 

Kiko. 

Maid Marian. 

They faced Hester and the witches, who were now dressed in armor and 
seated at the table with them, Dot feeling the stares at her adult form. 

Together, with the Queen of Jaunt Jolie, they made ten knights. 

The eleventh sat at the far end, a stout woman, hair pulled back into a 
bun. 


“Friedegund Brunhilde,” she identified herself. “Dean of Arbed House 
at the Foxwood School for Boys.” 

Slowly, the story unfolded. Nicola and Guinevere had come to Jaunt 
Jolie to ask for the queen’s help fighting the Snake: help that the queen 
refused, given her fear of Japeth’s retaliation. But then Maid Marian arrived 
in Jaunt Jolie with news of Bettina’s death, which she’d learned of from 
Robin Hood. When Robin failed to retrieve her from Glass Mountain, 
Marian had gone searching for him. She found her love in Putsi’s forest, 
scim-stabbed and bleeding. Robin urged Marian to go to Jaunt Jolie... to 
tell Queen Jacinda what became of him and her daughter and ask for 
Shelter... 

“That was his dying wish,” Marian recounted, her voice tremoring. “But 
what about my wish? I can’t ever see Robin again. I can’t claim the Storian 
for myself and rewrite the story. No magic can bring him back. Not even a 
wish in Aladdin’s Cave or the darkest sorcerer’s spell.” She smeared away 
tears. “Robin made me promise to hide... . but there can be no hiding 
anymore. He’s gone. My true love. The Snake took him from me.” 

“He took my daughter, too,” said Queen Jacinda. 

“And my dad,” said Dot. 

“And our Millicent,” said Beatrix with Reena. 

“And my Lancelot,” said Guinevere, white-haired and drawn. “He’s 
made us widows, orphans, and killed our children. He finds the thing you 
love the most and destroys it, like the darkest curse. But I won’t let him take 
Tedros. Arthur left him his ring for a reason. Tedros can bring us back. To 
balance. To truth. If only he gets the chance.” 

“Which is why we’re all here,” said Queen Jacinda. “To defend your 
son. To give the true Lion his pack.” 

“Then I am your servant, Your Highness,” said Guinevere. 

Two queens bowed to each other, bonded by loss. 

As for how they’d all made it to this table, Jacinda had the answers to 
that. After Marian came to her, she’d kept Bettina’s murder a secret. Even 
her husband, the king, was left in the dark. She sent him on a mission in 
Runyon Mills and packed her younger children off to their grandmother’s. 

Then she went to work. 

“T didn’t trust the Knights of Eleven to avenge Bettina’s death,” said the 
queen. “For one thing, they still believe in King Rhian and I have no proof 
of Japeth’s ruse. Nor do I even have evidence of my daughter’s death; 


inquiries to both Camelot and Putsi yielded nothing but silence and 
stonewalling. And then, of course, there was the last time I sent my Knights 
to confront the Snake, when his pirates first invaded my kingdom. They 
were lured by the Snake to a Sleeping Willow and put into a slumber before 
striking a single blow, while me and my children were noosed up to 
hang . . . No, I needed to find better knights to fight Japeth this time, 
equipped with more than weapons or brute strength. Knights who had a 
stake in this war. Knights who knew the depths of love and loss. Knights 
who would persist until the end.” 

Jacinda looked around the table. “Such knights wouldn’t be found 
amongst men.” 

Thus Nicola and Guinevere were summoned back to the castle, where 
they joined Maid Marian. At the same time, the queen had been hearing of 
three warrior princesses who’d been attacking Agatha bounty hunters in the 
forest, ever since Lionsmane had announced the second test to the Woods. 
She had these girls brought in, too—Beatrix, Reena, and Kiko— which 
made seven knights for her table. 

The eighth came easier than expected: Dean Brunhilde of Arbed House, 
who Jaunt Jolie had sent many an Everboy to for rehabilitation. Only this 
time, it was Dean Brunhilde who had traveled to Jaunt Jolie for help... 
asking if its queen had noticed any similarities between the masked attacker 
who’d tried to hang her and the new, cold-eyed king... 

“Which left three knights still to be named,” said the queen, turning to 
the witches. “And I know The Tale of Sophie and Agatha well enough to be 
certain that there are no fiercer protectors of justice than you.” She smiled 
towards Dot. “At any age.” 

“Tt’s highly temporary,” Dot contended. 

Jacinda looked at the rest. “So now our work begins, Knights of 
Eleven.” 

“But what work, Your Highness?” Beatrix asked. “The whole Woods is 
after Agatha. If a single person finds her and brings her to Japeth, he’ll win 
the second test. He’ll be a step away from being the One True King. From 
having the Storian’s powers and wiping us out before we ever have the 
chance to fight him.” 

“Beatrix, Kiko, and I tried to stop the Agatha hunters,” Reena agreed. 
“But every kingdom has people searching for her. Even in my homeland of 
Shazabah, my father is leading the search for Agatha. He thinks I’m still at 


school. He has no clue I’m fighting for the ‘rebels.’ If he did, he’d throw 
me in prison or have me killed. No one is on Tedros’ side anymore. We’re 
outnumbered by thousands.” 

“And we don’t even know where Agatha’s gone,” said Dot. “The camel 
swept her, Tedros, and Sophie off to some secret place.” 

“Which means we don’t know how to protect her,” said Beatrix. 

“Tf killing Agatha is the second test, imagine what the third test will be,” 
Kiko peeped. 

“Nor can we just go riding after the Snake. The Snake killed Robin and 
the Sheriff. The two strongest men I knew,” said Marian, with a quick 
glance at Dot. 

“And their strength was surpassed by Lancelot’s, who suffered the same 
fate,” Guinevere added. “Marian is right. We’re not warriors. We can’t 
succeed in killing a monster where men have failed.” 

“On the contrary.” Jacinda sat taller. “True, we cannot win the second 
test for Tedros. Surviving the death warrant hung on his princess is his 
quest alone. But there are other weapons we have to defeat the Snake. 
Cleverness. Resilience. Insight. Weapons that a woman wields far better 
than a man. It is why we wear the armor of the Eleven now.” 

Dot and Anadil peeked at Hester, both unsettled that they’d come here 
to get the help of knights and were instead asked to be those knights ... But 
Hester was staring squarely at the queen, intrigued. 

“When Betty chose to continue writing for the Courier, even after the 
others fled, I asked her why,” the queen said. “Why risk her life when she 
could be safe? And she told me, with so much conviction, ‘Not everyone 
can see the truth, Mother. It is so easy to be blind to it. But those of us who 
can see the truth have the responsibility to help others see it too. Even if it’s 
dangerous. Even if it puts us at risk. The truth is worth it.’” The queen’s 
voice wavered. “We know the truth about Japeth. All of us. We just need the 
Woods to see it. And for that, we must have courage. Like my daughter had. 
Like your Lancelot and your Robin and your father.” She looked at 
Guinevere, Marian, Dot. “We may not be knights in body. But we are 
knights in heart. And I’d take that knight against our enemy over any other 
kind.” 

This time, there was no argument. 

The queen turned to Dean Brunhilde. “You’ve known the Snake since 
he was a boy. What does he want? Why does he seek the Storian’s power?” 


“He’s hateful. Pure Evil. From the beginning,” said the Dean, instantly. 

“You’ve made a life out of taking those believed to be Evil and leading 
them to Good,” the queen pointed out. “It was your mission at Arbed 
House. This one thwarted your efforts, but surely you had a glimpse into his 
soul along the way. Evil, yes. Hateful, surely. But his hatred might be the 
chink in his armor, if we can come to understand it.” 

“He was always a beast,” Brunhilde dismissed. “From the moment his 
mother brought him and Rhian to me. RJ was bitter and cruel in all the 
ways Rhian was earnest and warm.” 

“What does RJ stand for?” Nicola asked. “J for Japeth, and R for... .” 

“It's been more than a decade. My files have his records,” said Dean 
Brunhilde. 

“We searched for them in your office. Rhian’s and Japeth’s files,” said 
Nicola. “But we found a squirrelly nut to Merlin that claimed you’d hidden 
them somewhere.” 

The Dean bolted straight. “You? You were the one who broke in?” 

“And now we’re on the same side, so it doesn’t matter,” said Nicola, 
impatient. “We found other files in your office. A letter from Aric to Japeth. 
Proof of their friendship. But we couldn’t find Japeth’s. Where did you hide 
it?” 

Dean Brunhilde crossed her arms. “I’m not confiding in a thief.” 

“Perhaps yov’ll confide in us once you, too, lose everyone you love,” 
said Maid Marian. 

Dean Brunhilde felt the eyes of Marian and two queens upon her. 

“That letter from Aric to Japeth,” said Hester delicately, turning to 
Nicola. “What did it say?” 

Nicola opened her mouth, but Dean Brunhilde cut her off. “They were 
my students,” she said briskly. “Aric and RJ were close. Aric was the only 
one who could keep RJ’s rages at bay, even more than Rhian. Perhaps they 
recognized something in each other. Two poisoned hearts that were each 
other’s antidote. But Rhian was RJ’s twin. There was jealousy there. Aric 
envious of the bond Rhian had with his brother. Rhian resentful of Aric and 
RJ’s friendship. It all boiled over when Aric stabbed Rhian in the head. 
Somehow Rhian managed to survive. And when the time came, I let the 
students vote on Aric’s fate. RJ begged his brother to forgive Aric .. . if 
Rhian forgave Aric, so would the others... But Rhian voted to expel him 


instead. Aric was sent back into the Woods. Other than his letters to RJ, I 
don’t know what became of him.” 

“Ended up at the School for Boys, torturing everyone in sight,” Anadil 
muttered. “Unleashed his fury on all of us. Until Lady Lesso stabbed him. 
His own mother.” 

Dean Brunhilde took this in. “So Aric might still be alive today if Rhian 
had forgiven him.” 

“At least Rhian did one thing right,” Kiko sighed. 

Hester caught Anadil and Dot staring at her. No one else in the room 
knew what the coven did. No one else knew what Sophie had told them at 
school. 

“No, he didn’t do it right,” Hester said. “Rhian should have forgiven 
Aric. He should have followed the rules of Good and Evil. Rule #1. The 
Good forgive. And Rhian wanted to be Good. Taking Aric from Japeth was 
his fatal mistake.” 

“What are you saying?” Beatrix asked. 

“Japeth killed Rhian. And it all traces back to him losing Aric,” said 
Hester. “That’s why Japeth wants to be the One True King. That’s why he 
wants the powers of the Storian. For Aric. He wants to bring his friend back 
to life.” 

Dean Brunhilde froze in her seat. 

Sweat beaded Hester’s forehead, the room sucked of air. 

“Love. Friendship. These are the oldest stories of time,” said Queen 
Jacinda finally. “And not just the domain of Good. An Evil School Master 
believed love gave him the right to claim the Storian, just as the Snake 
believes love gives him the right to replace it. It’s not the pen they 
ultimately seek to control. It’s love itself. But love can’t be controlled. Love 
requires surrender and faith. A trust in the winds of fate that the darkest 
hearts reject. If Aric and Japeth were meant to be together, they already 
would be. But fate is a power beyond our grasp. That is why we fight for 
the Pen. Because Man cannot be trusted to write his own fate. And the 
Snake shows us why. He believes fate made a mistake in separating him 
and Aric. That blood must be spilled, over and over, until he claims the 
power to rewrite that mistake and bring his friend back to him. Even if it 
spawns nothing but lies and murder and suffering along the way.” 

She raised her eyes to her knights. “And it is this rejection of fate, this 
terrible misunderstanding, that is his greatest weakness,” said the queen. 


“We cannot help Tedros win the second test. For him to kill Agatha is 
unfathomable. He has no way to win. But what if we could make Japeth 
abandon the test too? What if we could make him surrender the tournament 
altogether?” 

“Now that sounds unfathomable,” Beatrix scoffed. 

Other knights murmured agreement. “Nothing could make Japeth give 
up the crown,” said Dean Brunhilde. 

“Nothing except the person that’s making him fight for the crown in the 
first place,” Hester countered. 

Everyone looked at her. 

“Japeth wants his Ever After with Aric,” the witch reasoned. “So we 
have to make him believe that Aric never wanted one with him. That Aric is 
rejecting his plan. That he doesn’t want to be brought back. The queen is 
right. It just might work...” 

“Um, Aric is dead,” said Beatrix, “and unless I’m missing something, 
no one but the Storian has the power to raise people from the grave.” 

“We don’t need to raise him from the grave,” said Anadil, catching on to 
Hester’s plan. “We just need to make it seem as if he has. Long enough for 
him to give Japeth a message. A brutal, undeniable message.” 

“A message which will make him doubt,” the queen confirmed. “If his 
guard is down, then we stand a chance.” 

Dot frowned. “How can you fake a message from the dead?” 

“Only one place,” Maid Marian realized, looking at Jacinda. “A faraway 
cave where anything can come true for the right price .. . even a message 
from the grave...” 

“Aladdin’s Cave,” said Guinevere. “The lost Cave of Wishes.” 

“Lost cave?” Kiko wisped. “How do you find a lost cave?” 

“You ask the last man who found it, of course,” the Queen of Jaunt Jolie 
replied. 

Her eyes fixed on the knight a few seats down. 

Eyes wide. Sunk in her chair. 

Pale as a ghost. 

“My father,” Reena gasped. 


it, 
AGATHA 


Never Trust a Princess 


In the storybooks Agatha read back in Gavaldon, the land of Aladdin was a 
feast of color and fragrance and earthy delights: loafing camels, dusty spice 
markets, palaces veiled by storms of sand. 

But in real life, that’s not what it was like at all. 





As the Shazabah Sikander had neared its homeland, Agatha, caged in 
the bowels of the ship, peered out a porthole at a fertile metropolis lording 
over the desert. Jewel-green palms bowed to each other over paved streets. 
Sleek red-and-gold buildings speared through the sky, with a controlled 
traffic of magic carpets transporting citizens around the kingdom. And 
everywhere she’d looked: camels, squads of them, military-garbed and 
precise in their march, patrolled the city while also guarding the imperial 
palace at its center, a pyramid of red-and-gold glass. 

It was deep within this palace that Agatha found herself now, 
imprisoned with her friends, looking out their cell’s only window at the 
royal camel pastures, where the camel that had turned them in was now 
happily grazing, reunited with its family. 

“Still trust that thing?” Tedros growled from Agatha’s right, the two 
crouched in the dark cell. 


Agatha couldn’t speak. As soon as they’d reached the palace, the guards 
had stripped Merlin from her. She had no idea where they’d taken the five- 
year-old wizard. With each passing second, her skin went clammier, her 
stomach sicker. “Mama!” Merlin had cried. Again, the wizard was 
prescient. Because she felt like she’d lost her child. 

Despairing, she appealed to the camel through the window, but it 
offered her only the calmest of nods, as if everything was as it should be. 
As if it hadn’t betrayed her. As if this was the way to Tedros winning the 
second test. For a moment, Agatha wondered if she should still have 
hope . . . if the camel had a larger plan in motion... 

Then she saw Hort glaring across the cell. “To answer your question, 
Tedros, yes, she totally still trusts that thing. Same way Sophie trusts guys 
whose names start with ‘R.’” 

Sophie let out a long sigh. “You know, Aggie, normally I shield you 
from boorish boys, but I did warn you about that camel. Animals aren’t our 
friends. Especially ones with humps.” 

“Only a Never would say something so foolish,” Princess Uma 
muttered. 

“Oh?” Sophie retorted, nursing her bandaged wrist. “Then why can’t 
you do one of your bird whistles or wolf calls and summon your friends to 
help us?” 

“Not in Shazabah,” Uma said vaguely, looking away. 

“Well, someone better help us,” Hort said, standing up. “We’ve been 
dumped in jail a million miles from home and Rhian and the Sultan were 
chums, so the Snake’s surely on the way to kill Agatha, win the second test, 
and then kill the rest of us.” The weasel paused. “It’s that last part I care 
about.” 

“Hort’s right,” Agatha confessed, still thinking about Merlin. “Maybe 
the camel betrayed us. Maybe I was wrong. But we can’t just wait to die.” 

“What should we do, then? Wish the Snake away? Stick a doll with 
pins? He’s out there and we’re in here,” Tedros said, clearly frustrated. 

“We’ve gotten out of prison before,” said Agatha. 

Tedros shook his head. “We shouldn’t have tried to run away. I knew it 
was cowardice. Dad doesn’t want me to hide from my own test.” He 
slouched against the wall. “They’ll probably give Merlin to the Snake too.” 

The thought of Japeth claiming Merlin chilled Agatha’s blood— 

“Sounds like Aladdin’s Cave is your only hope now,” a voice chuckled. 


Agatha and Tedros flashed their gold fingerglows to the back of the cell. 

No one there. 

“Up here,” said the voice. 

Agatha cast her glow towards a ceiling pipe— 

Hanging by his boots was a young man, with smooth brown skin, thick 
eyebrows, and a strapping physique, doing stomach crunches upside down. 

“Too bad only my father knows where to find the Cave of Wishes,” he 
said. 

Princess Uma rose slowly. “Kaveen?” 

“Thought you’d promised never to return to Shazabah, Uma,” said 
Kaveen, hanging like a bat. “Wasn’t that part of our divorce agreement?” 

“Your father handled that, just like he handled every other piece of our 
marriage,” said Uma. 

“You had a habit of not listening to me,” said Kaveen, “and yet you 
always listened to the Sultan.” 

“Because if I didn’t listen to your father, I would have been thrown in 
here,” Uma fired back, “so clearly it’s you who didn’t listen to him in the 
end.” 

“Well, we’re both here now,” said Kaveen, dropping onto the floor. He 
walked towards Uma. “The cursed Pen pulled us apart. And now it brings 
us back together.” 

Agatha watched the distance between them shrink, unsure if they were 
going to kill or kiss each other— 

“Hold on.” Tedros stepped in the middle. “You two... were married?” 

Princess Uma, Agatha reminded herself. Because Uma had wed a 
prince. Prince Kaveen of Shazabah. Aladdin’s great-grandson. That’s what 
Kaveen’s ancestry scroll had said when she and Tedros had come across it 
in the Living Library. And yet, Agatha had known of Kaveen before. Years 
ago, Uma had confided to Agatha about the prince she’d fallen in love with 
at the School for Good and married soon after. But then the Storian chose 
Uma for its next fairy tale—the story of a princess whose animal friends 
rescued her from an Evil warlord when her prince was too late. Uma 
became famous for her friendship with animals, while Kaveen became a 
laughingstock for failing to save his true love. Their marriage curdled. But 
it wasn’t their divorce that surprised Agatha now. It was the part about the 
Sultan being Kaveen’s father. Because if the Sultan was his dad... 

“Why would your own father put you in jail?” Agatha asked. 


Kaveen’s black eyes set upon her. Agatha’s neck rashed from the heat of 
his stare. When Tedros looked at her, there was often a note of uncertainty, 
as if he was never quite sure of himself. But this prince had no questions 
about himself, nor was he willing to endure any from her. 

“Don’t make men like that in Gavaldon, do they?” Sophie whispered in 
her ear. 

Kaveen glowered at Sophie. “Girls like you two are the reason I’m 
here.” 

“Excuse me?” Sophie bristled. 

“I know your fairy tale. Girls who didn’t need a prince to find a happy 
ending. Same story as Uma’s. Same rancid ending. The Storian makes fools 
of the best men. Just look at what it’s done to him.” He pointed his finger at 
Tedros. “My advice to you, lad: never trust a princess. Not yours, not 
anyone else’s. Not if you want to become the man you’re meant to be.” 

Agatha saw Tedros stiffen slightly, as if this resonated somewhere inside 
him. 

She and her prince certainly had their issues with trust, too. Is this how 
they would end up? Like Uma and Kaveen? Tedros seemed to be wondering 
it... He caught Agatha looking at him. The prince cleared his throat, 
addressing Kaveen. “Um, you mentioned a cave that could help us. A cave 
of wishes?” 

“Aladdin’s Cave,” said Kaveen. He lit a red fingerglow and cast a 
stream of dust in the dark, which took the shape of vast desert dunes. “The 
only place where any wish can come true.” 

The golden sands shifted as if they were alive, opening up the mouth of 
a cave, the light within a radiant purple. 

“The wishes I speak of come from the magic lamp inside the cave. And 
every soul in the Woods has longed to have this lamp since Aladdin found 
it. Aladdin, an ordinary slumdog who stumbled upon the cave and the lamp 
and used his three wishes from the genie within to become the Sultan of 
Shazabah.” 

Kaveen’s glow conjured this magic lamp . . . a massive half-man, half- 
tiger unspooling from its tip... 

“Some accounts suggest that there is no genie or magic lamp anymore. 
That Aladdin freed him with his last wish. But the genie knew my great- 
grandfather’s secret—that he’d become Sultan by magic and deceit—and 
no one with such a secret would ever set its keeper free. But Aladdin was 


grateful enough to the genie to give him peace. He returned the lamp to the 
cave, vanishing it deep into the desert...” 

The genie sucked back into the lamp, extinguishing Kaveen’s glow. But 
then a new ember of light appeared . . . a vision of a Sultan in red-and-gold 
robes leading an army across the dunes... 

“After Aladdin’s death, his son spent his life searching for the cave, to 
no avail. Then his son took on the quest. My father. Day after day, my dad 
combed the Shazabah desert . . . until one day he found it.” 

The cave reappeared out of the dunes, towering high in the sand. 

“But it would not let my father in. Instead, it gave him a message.” 

The cave spoke in a tiger’s growl: “I am the genie of the lamp. Master 
of this cave. Those who seek admission must bring me something in return. 
Find my true love and deliver her to me. Only then may you enter my Cave 
of Wishes.” 

Agatha looked up as the cave shape-shifted into the genie they had seen 
before, half-man, half-tiger.. . 

“My father wanted that lamp. So he consulted every sorcerer in 
Shazabah: Who is a genie’s true love?” Kaveen went on. “But none had the 
answer. After all, a genie is neither human nor animal, mortal nor ghost, 
free nor unfree. Who could possibly be a genie’s match? Thwarted, my dad 
enlisted me and my sister in his hunt, banking on the cleverness and 
ambition of youth. He baited us with the ultimate prize: whoever found the 
answer and delivered the lamp to him would be named the next Sultan.” 

Kaveen’s glow mirrored his own self along with a second shadow next 
to him: a girl with a sleek beehive of hair, her tall, shapely form wrapped in 
red-and-gold furs, and a hawk on her shoulder. 

“Who's she?” Sophie whispered to Agatha. “She’s fabulous.” 

“My sister and I made a pact. We’d find the answer together and share 
the throne,” said Kaveen. “But we were as stymied by the riddle as our 
father. Not to mention we were young and soon distracted. I went off to 
school and then so did she. But after the Storian humiliated me in Uma’s 
tale, I was determined to prove myself. Not just to my father, but to the 
whole Woods. So without telling my sister, I hunted relentlessly for the 
genie’s true love. But not even the wiliest witch could tell me who it was. 
Until at last, one night I begged my father to show me the cave. To let me 
speak to the genie myself. He’d kept the location secret for fear that 
someone else might find the genie’s love and steal the lamp for themselves. 


But my father honored my plea and took me to the desert in the dead of 
night, using a map he’d made to mark the cave’s spot...” 

In glowing silhouettes, the Sultan led Kaveen blindfolded across the 
desert, until the Sultan removed the covering from his eyes. Before 
Kaveen’s eyes, the sand rose up and whittled into the shape of a magic 
lamp, the tip of the lamp the opening to the cave. 

The prince kneeled before this opening, the Sultan watching from a 
distance. 

“I come to you as a humble man, Genie,” Kaveen appealed. “The Pen 
has taken everything from me. My name. My wife. My happiness. Look 
inside my heart and see my intentions are pure. Let me have the hope of a 
new life. A good life. Like my great-grandfather, who you once opened 
your cave to. I may have lost my true love. But give me a chance at glory 
by helping you find yours.” 

The cave seemed to smile at him, as if he’d said the magic words. Then 
a golden mist emanated from the cave’s opening, seeping into Kaveen’s ear. 
Inside his head, the tiger’s growl resounded ... 

“Find the princess who is every animal’s friend,” said the cave. “She is 
my true love.” 

Within Kaveen’s mind, the cave’s mist spawned an image of a girl with 
a tiny nose, long hair, and almond-shaped eyes... 

Agatha jolted in surprise. 

“Me?” Princess Uma gasped. 

The visions snuffed out, Kaveen’s dim fingerglow lighting his face. He 
didn’t look at Uma. “I never told my father what I’d learned. I loved you 
too much to bind you to a genie and trap you in the lamp. But my dad knew 
the cave had given me the answer. He’d seen it whisper in my ear. And so 
he jailed me because I refused to name you to him. All these years, you 
made your reputation off my humiliation, never looking for me or giving 
me a thought, while I was in here, protecting you. Saving you. Like the 
Storian told the Woods I’d failed to do.” 

Slowly Kaveen looked up at Uma, his face hard. 

“But here you are now,” he said, rising to his feet. “As if the Storian 
didn’t want you protected at all. As if it wants me to name you to my father. 
As if it wants me to be free instead of you. Finally, the Pen is on my side.” 

Kaveen raised his fingerglow, casting a phantom crow in red dust, 
which flew out of the cell, screeching for the guards. 


“Kaveen, no!” Uma cried. Agatha and Tedros shielded her. So did 
Sophie and Hort— 

A fanfare of trumpets exploded outside. 

Then somewhere above, the doors to the prison flew open. Agatha 
thrust her head through the bars. 

Bootsteps rattled the stairs, shadows moving across walls. 

Guards came off the steps, flooding in front of the cell, five of them, 
clad in red and gold, scimitars on their belts. 

Kaveen addressed them: “Guards, summon my fath—” 

Another trumpet blared above, drowning him out: “Presenting the Royal 
Princess of Shazabah!” 

Kaveen drew back in confusion— 

A new shadow suddenly appeared over the stairwell. The same 
silhouette Agatha had glimpsed during Kaveen’s tale: a tall, buxom girl 
with a sculpted mountain of hair and a hawk on her shoulder. 

Then she came to life, gliding down the steps and into the light, the 
Princess of Shazabah, with cinnamon skin, kohl-dusted eyes, and luscious 
red lips. Two ladies-in-waiting, wrapped in red-and-gold robes, stood at her 
sides, their heads bowed. The princess took her place in front of the guards 
and peered into the cell. 

“Looks like my father was right about catching you, Agatha,” she 
pronounced. “The King of Camelot is already on a ship to Shazabah to kill 
you.” 

“Sister?” said Kaveen, grabbing the bars. 

“Reena?” said Tedros, grabbing the bars next to him. 

“Wait, you know these rebels?” Kaveen asked her. 

“Dad hasn’t a clue, of course,” Reena answered. “I told him I was 
coming down to see you, brother. He said if I could get you to tell me the 
genie’s true love, then J could have the throne myself... . Tempting offer, of 
course, given you’ve been secretly searching for the answer, violating our 
pact. But in truth it’s not you I’ve come to see.” 

Her brother shook his head. “I—I—I don’t understand.” 

“You see, these aren't rebels, as you say,” said Reena. “They’re my... 
friends.” 

The two ladies behind Reena doffed their hoods, revealing Kiko and 
Beatrix, who sprayed the guards with stun spells, knocking them to the 
ground. 


Agatha was in a daze, watching Beatrix snatch keys off a fallen guard. 
“How did you—” 

“Questions later. If we’re going to keep you alive, we don’t have much 
time,” Reena said, unlocking the cell. “Follow me. All of you. You too, 
brother, if you’d like to be out of your cage.” 

Agatha felt Tedros’ arm around her, pushing her out of the cell— 

“Stop,” said a voice. 

Agatha and her friends turned to see Kaveen holding Uma, his 
fingerglow at her throat. 

Beatrix and Kiko aimed their glows at his head. But the prince’s eyes 
were on his sister. 

“Reena, it’s her. The genie’s true love. It was Uma all along,” said 
Kaveen breathlessly. “If I give her to Father, PII be Sultan. Pll have the 
Woods’ respect once more. Take your friends. They’re none of my concern. 
But this one I keep.” 

Reena narrowed her eyes. “She was your princess, Kaveen. Give her to 
a genie? Bind her to the lamp for eternity?” 

“That would be like me killing Agatha to win my test,” Tedros berated 
him. “That would be like me handing my princess to a Snake.” 

Agatha felt a rush of relief. Whatever doubts Kaveen had cast in her 
prince about her, Tedros had broken the spell. 

“But it’s what the Storian wants! The real happy ending to our story!” 
Kaveen appealed to his sister. “Me, Sultan. My princess punished. You, free 
with your friends.” 

Reena hesitated, considering the offer. “Uma is our friend. Hmm, let’s 
say I do give her to you. There would have to be a steep price. Something 
me and my friends need . . .” She looked at her brother. “Tell me how 
Father finds his way to the Cave of Wishes.” 

Agatha startled. “Reena, we can’t leave Uma—” 

Kaveen pressed his glow harder to Uma’s throat, his eyes on his sister. 
“I keep her. Promise me.” 

“You’ ll have to trust me,” said Reena. 

“I never trust a princess,” said Kaveen. “Not even my own blood.” 

“Says the one who broke the trust between us,” Reena clipped. Beatrix 
and Kiko fired whips of glow past Kaveen’s ears. Kaveen turned his glow 
on his sister, about to attack— 

“Careful. You’re quite outnumbered, brother,” said Reena. 


Kaveen’s nostrils flared. “A magical compass on Dad’s sash. It has the 
map to the cave,” he snarled. “Now go. Leave Uma with me. Our bargain is 
complete.” 

“Thank you,” said Reena, walking out. “You were right, you know. To 
never trust a princess.” She glanced back at him. “At least one who doesn’t 
trust you.” 

Kaveen’s eyes widened— 

The hawk launched off her shoulder, stabbing Kaveen in the ribs, 
severing his grip on Uma and sending him writhing to the ground. 

“Come on,” Reena said, ushering Agatha out of the cell. 

Uma gave Sophie a look as she followed. “What was that about animals 
not being our friends?” 

Sophie pursed her lips. 

“Once a teacher, always a teacher,” said Agatha, dragging her best 
friend along. 
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SOPHIE 


Love. Purpose. Food. 


Sophie had always found Reena vaporous and dull, a fog of fruity perfume 
hovering around Beatrix at all times. But just like Beatrix had proved 
herself to be more than a pretty face, so now had her sidekick. The Storian 
might not be able to tell the tale of every soul; but even those it didn’t 
choose could find their way into its light. 





The Shazabah princess led them out the prison door, Agatha badgering 
her: “We have to find Merlin!” 

“Leave him to me,” Reena answered. 

Agatha frowned. “But we need to—” 

“What we need is to get to Aladdin’s Cave,” Reena countered. “Do 
what I say and you and the wizard survive. Try to control things like you 
always do and we all die. Got it?” 

Agatha was speechless. 

“T’m loving New Reena,” said Sophie. 

“Me too,” said Tedros. 

Agatha shot them both a look. 

Reena, meanwhile, was locking the door to the prison, sealing her 
brother and guards inside, along with her palace hawk, who would keep an 
eye on both. Beatrix and Kiko had already sprinted ahead. Quickly, Sophie, 
Agatha, and the rest followed Reena through a dark corridor. “The wishes 
in the lamp are our best hope to keep Agatha alive and make Tedros king. 
We just have to make the right wishes,” the princess explained. 


“Just use the wishes to kill the Snake!” Tedros argued. “Wish one, wish 
two, and wish three!” 

“That isn’t the answer,” said Agatha thoughtfully, as if it had been on 
her mind since Tedros had declared his intention to kill the Snake back at 
school. “I know you want to keep me alive. But killing Japeth means you’ll 
never be king. Not to the people, at least.” 

“She’s right,” Sophie agreed. “Use magic to kill your opponent and the 
Woods will have even more reason to believe Japeth was the Lion and you 
the Snake.” 

“There has to be a better answer,” said Agatha. “And we have to use the 
wishes to find it.” 

“But how else can wishes make me king?” said Tedros. “Second test is 
to kill you. That’s not going to happen. Whole Woods knows it. How can a 
genie change that—” 

“Listen up,” said Reena, halting in a dark corridor, which led into a 
palace wing. “Agatha, take Tedros, Hort, and Uma to Pasha Dunes. Mostly 
sovereign clans there; they won’t bother you. Find a pub called the Mirage. 
The rest of our team will be waiting.” 

“What team?” asked Agatha, but now they could hear bootsteps in the 
distance, marching in unison. 

Reena spun to Sophie. “You come with me.” She shined her fingerglow 
at two sets of red-and-gold robes, pooled on the floor: Kiko’s and Beatrix’s. 
Reena thrust one at Sophie. “Put this on.” She grabbed Sophie by the wrist, 
dragging her into the light— 

“Wait!” Agatha whispered, yanking Reena back. “How are the rest of us 
supposed to get out of the palace?” 

“Same way you got in,” Reena said. 

Agatha followed her eyes across the way, where behind glass doors, a 
family of camels waited in an alley. Two baby ones carried Beatrix and 
Kiko, who wore pearly chainmail and veils, while a familiar camel smiled 
right at Agatha, grunting a repeated phrase. 

“Tt’s back,” Hort grumped. 

“Tell me it’s not saying what I think it’s saying,” said Tedros. 

““Trust is the way,’” Uma sighed. 

The sounds of marching were getting closer now. Sophie could see 
shadows approaching their hiding place— 

“Wait for my signal!” Reena ordered Agatha, before grabbing Sophie. 


“No! I can’t leave Aggie behind!” Sophie said, but Reena had already 
pulled her in view of a dozen well-armed guards coming towards them, 
along with... 

“Daddy!” Reena chimed. 

The Sultan swept towards his daughter, dressed in a formidable gold 
cape, a matching tunic sashed with feathers, a shiny red turban, and pointy 
gold shoes. His face had a peculiar carrot-colored tan, along with plucked 
eyebrows and a curly moustache. 

“Where are your guards, my child? With rebels on the loose, I don’t 
want you traveling anywhere alone. Even inside the palace.” 

“They’re keeping an eye on brother before I go down and try again. I’m 
close to him telling me the genie’s true love,” Reena assured. “Not that I 
need guards. I'm safe with Shefali. My lady maid. She's trained in 
defense.” 

Sophie glanced around, searching for this Shefali woman, before she 
saw Reena glaring right at her. 

“Shefali. Beautiful name, beautiful girl,” the Sultan cooed, appraising 
Sophie. “My wife had green eyes like yours. We’re separated now. Where 
are you from?” 

Sophie delivered a cold stare. “The land of wishful thinking.” 

“Is that in Ooty?” the Sultan asked. He noticed his guards hovering 
behind. “Leave us,” he commanded sharply. 

The guards dispersed. “So tell me, Shefali,” the Sultan asked, 
shepherding her ahead. “What do you think of my palace?” 

Behind him, Sophie could see Reena guiding Agatha, Tedros, and the 
others out of their hiding spot towards the waiting camels. Reena mouthed 
at Sophie, pointing at her father’s sash: “Get the compass!” 

Sophie sucked in a breath. It was up to her now. Luckily, she’d had 
experience in dealing with despicable men. 

“What do I think of your palace?” Sophie said, turning to the Sultan. “I 
find it unnecessarily large and overbearing, as if meant to hide a leader’s 
shortcomings.” 

The Sultan blinked at her, his face reddening . . . He burst into laughter. 
“My, my, a joker too! No wonder my daughter enjoys your company!” 

“Wasn’t joking at all, actually,” said Sophie. 

The Sultan rambled on. “I shall write to the Queen of Ooty about your 
charms. Your family should be rewarded! Perhaps we can make 


arrangements to have you here in the palace, instead of slaving away for the 
princess. I can show you the world . . . But first, 1”11 have to pry you from 
my daughter’s grubby little hands. Ha! Reena! Reena!” He turned to search 
for his daughter, about to spot her helping Agatha onto a camel— 

Sophie seized the Sultan’s cheeks and swung his face back towards 
hers. “Have you been poisoned, sir?” 

“Poisoned?” said the Sultan, startled. 

She pried open his eyelids with her fingers. “Toxins in your iris . . 
spots of blood . . . Have you had anything suspicious to eat or drink?” 

“Only my usual lamb omelet . . .” He turned ashen. “But it tasted 
different today. Too salty—” 

“Let me look,” Sophie said, poking at his eyes and nostrils with one 
hand, her other palm moving near his sash. “I see... cloudy pupils .. . 
mottled skin . . . foul breath . . .” She backed away from him. “Not poison, 
I’m afraid. Something far worse.” 

The Sultan gaped at her, scared. 

Sophie leered back. “Old age.” 

“Come, Shefali,” Reena said, clasping Sophie’s arm intently. “We’ll 
return to the dungeons and give my brother another crack.” 

“Yes, mistress,” said Sophie. 

“Wish me luck, Daddy!” Reena piped, towing Sophie from the frowning 
Sultan. 

“Did you get it?” Reena whispered in Sophie’s ear. 

“Is your father a dog?” Sophie snapped back. 


SOPHIE WOULDN’T HAVE Suffered fools for anyone but Agatha. 

Agatha, who was out in the desert without her, Arthur’s death warrant 
on her head. 

They needed to find Aladdin’s Cave and use the magic lamp to help 
Tedros get past the second test without killing Aggie. Sophie had no idea 
how that was possible, but she’d worry about that once they made it to the 
Cave of Wishes. She could feel the Sultan’s compass rattling in her pocket 
as she and Reena hustled up a staircase to the top floor. Reena pushed 
through a door and pink-and-purple light washed over them, the sunset 
expanding in all directions along with a dizzying rush of fragrance. 

On the roof of the palace, a thin brown boy played a sitar as he paced 
between rows of lavish magic carpets, which were twitching and peeking at 


each other like toddlers put down for a nap, while sticks of incense burned 
soothing chamomile from brass holders. 

The boy spotted Reena and beamed brightly— 

“Where is he?” Reena gasped, scanning around. 

Then Sophie heard a familiar giggle. At the other end of the rooftop, 
Merlin was being tickled by a magic carpet, the young wizard trying to 
wrestle it down. 

Reena slouched with relief. “Thank you, Jeevan,” she said to the boy. 

“The Sultan was planning on trading him to Hamelin for gold,” Jeevan 
said. “Still a child shortage there after the Pied Piper stole all theirs. 
Convinced the guards there’d been a mistake; that this very pasty boy was 
actually my cousin. Luckily they’re too dense to ask questions.” His smile 
at Reena hadn’t dimmed. “I kept my end of the bargain, then . . . When’s 
our date?” 

Reena must have given something away in her expression because now 
Jeevan noticed Sophie’s presence. 

“Don’t tell me,” he said, smile flattening. “Just got them settled for the 
night.” 

All the carpets heard this and instantly began clamoring for Reena’s 
attention, waving their tassels at her, jingling with different-pitched bells. 

“We’ll need Nightwind,” Reena said, pointing at a midnight-colored 
carpet in the corner, dusted with silver patterns. “It's an emergency.” 

“Sorry, Princess. Can't let you on a carpet without a guard,” Jeevan 
declared, turning stern and official. “Sultan’s orders.” 

“What Daddy doesn’t know won't hurt you,” Reena replied. “Especially 
when you and I go on our date tomorrow.” She winked at him. 

Moments later, Jeevan was helping the girls and Merlin onto Nightwind, 
the front tassels cuffed around Reena's wrists, the back tassels around 
Sophie’s ankles, securing her and Merlin in place. The carpet began to rise 
into the hot, heavy evening, giving Sophie a view of Shazabah City and the 
traffic of magic carpets clogging air lanes between buildings. 

“Keep it slow, Reena,” said Jeevan. “If you get pulled down for 
speeding, your dad will take it out of my hide.” 

“Very slow,” Reena promised, pulling her hood over her head. 

She smiled back at Sophie. “Ready?” 

Nightwind rocketed off the roof so hard that it ripped the maid robes 
right off Sophie, who lost a scream somewhere in her chest. “Choo-choo!” 


Merlin whooped. 

Her fingers went numb around the five-year-old, Sophie just starting to 
catch her breath, before Nightwind plunged into the mid-city jam, weaving 
and ducking around the other flyers, who were patiently obeying traffic 
laws. On behalf of their riders, angry carpets jangled their tassels and bells, 
which wasn’t very threatening, like a soothing chorus of protest, before 
Sophie realized they weren’t protesting, but summoning: a fleet of black 
carpets with bright red tassels that exploded after them, clearly intending to 
bring Nightwind down. 

“Mambas,” Reena murmured. 

She showed little fear, however, as if she’d thwarted many a Mamba 
before, her hands seizing the end of the carpet, navigating it between the 
tightest swerves and tiniest nooks, crashing through windows and upending 
two sisters playing with their pet peacock, a stately woman reciting poetry 
to her book club, and a couple kissing over chicken tagine, all the while 
Reena losing black Mambas one by one. But there was a last Mamba left, 
gaining on them, its tassel extending with tentacle-like length, about to 
snare around Merlin’s neck ... Reena launched upwards, doing a full 360- 
degree loop, which sent Sophie’s white dress puffing up like a poisonous 
fish in terrified response, before Nightwind dropped like a rock, straight 
into the Mamba, head-driving it, down, down, down and hooking the carpet 
on a pointy minaret. A few minutes later, they were out of Shazabah City 
and floating over twilit dunes, with even Nightwind sagging in relief. (“No 
more choo-choo,” Merlin begged, promptly falling asleep.) 

“You act like a basic Evergirl . . . you suck up to Beatrix ... you're like 
a warrior princess moonlighting as an idiot,” Sophie panted, her heart in her 
throat. “Why? You’re clever and fierce. That shouldn’t be a secret. You 
could be anything you want. You could be Sultan—” 

“And I choose not to be,” said Reena. “If there’s one thing I learned 
from my mother, it’s that palace life isn’t satisfying. Not to someone who 
wants to live for real. The spotlight of the throne shrivels you up. Turns you 
into something you’re not. Like Dad. He may seem weak-minded and 
overindulgent, but once he was a fiery warrior himself. That’s why I let 
Beatrix have the limelight. I don’t want a fairy tale. Ironic, of course, since 
I’m risking my life to help your friends win theirs.” 

“Well, given the way Jeevan looked at you, I’d say you can have your 
fairy tale anytime you wish,” Sophie quipped. 


Reena grinned at her, and Sophie suddenly realized that for all the 
storms of her own love stories, tormenting the Woods with their 
consequences, there were others, perfectly small and blissful, unfolding 
with hardly a ripple at all. 

Over the desert they flew, skirting a long route around any other flyers 
in sight, staying as invisible as they could. Night settled in, the moon carved 
like a scythe. Soon the color of the dunes shifted from a rusted red to a 
sparkling silver, crowded with small tent villages. Sophie could see 
teenagers kicking a ball around. Sounds of music emanated from the tents, 
shadows dancing, drinking, laughing. Farther ahead, Sophie spotted a 
family of camels on a vacant stretch of sand, feeding from buckets of dried- 
out grass that someone had laid out for them. 

Sophie tensed. “Those camels. They were the ones with Agatha... 
Where is she—” 

Reena steered Nightwind down. “I’d say she’s right where she’s 
supposed to be.” 

Over the empty sand, a vision appeared: a tiki hut, strung with a 
thousand lights and baubles and trinkets of every color, like a chaotic 
Christmas tree. Outside, crickets gathered, playing a sultry desert beat. A 
firefly-lit sign beamed out front: 


THE MIRAGE 


BEST FOOD IN THE DESERT 
APPEARING NIGHTLY 





Reena landed Nightwind and after jostling Merlin awake, Sophie 
wobbily dismounted, still dizzy from the ride, her shoes sinking into sand as 
she hustled the little wizard towards the pub, anxious to find Agatha. She 
was desperate to have her best friend at her side again and no doubt Aggie 
was feeling the same. Sophie pushed through the door, scanning the 
brightly lit pub for her— 

Only it seemed Agatha already had friends at her side. 

And not just friends . . . knights. A whole bunch of them, at least ten, 
dressed like Beatrix and Kiko had been, in shimmering armor. 

For a moment, Sophie wondered if she was seeing straight, given the 
carpet ride. But then she realized: she knew these knights too. And now 
they were cheering for her as Reena stood on the bar and held up the 
compass, pointing at Sophie as the main reason they’d procured it. 

Sophie spotted Agatha rushing towards her and Merlin— 

“Thank goodness you’re both safe!” Agatha said, grabbing Sophie into 
a hug. 

“Mama!” Merlin yipped, his arms around Agatha’s leg. 

But now Dot was hugging Sophie too, looking a tad younger in her 
adult body, and so were Nicola and Hester and Anadil and Beatrix and 
Kiko, all her girlfriends in one place, wearing matching suits of armor. Over 
their shoulders, she spotted Hort alone in the corner, expecting him to pile 
in, but he was sipping a fizzy drink, lost in his thoughts. Near him, Reena 
inspected the Sultan’s compass, while Tedros was locked in conversation 
with Guinevere, Maid Marian, Princess Uma, and a stout matron who 
Sophie didn’t recognize, all but Uma in the same pearly chainmail as the 
other girls. 

“Drinkie!” Merlin badgered Agatha, grasping for the aging potion in her 
pocket and squeezing it on his tongue. 

“Am I dreaming, or are our friends all here?” Sophie asked Agatha. 
“Dressed as knights?” 

“Hello, Sophie,” said a familiar voice. 

Sophie turned to find the Queen of Jaunt Jolie, dressed in knight’s armor 
too. 

“Jacinda?” Sophie sputtered. “I—I—I don’t understand—” 

“My new Knights of Eleven,” said the queen. “Born out of the courage 
of girls like you and Agatha, who confronted Evil when I was too scared to. 


Girls like my daughter, who had the bravery to join your fight. If I had her 
courage before today, maybe she’d still be alive.” 

“Betty,” Sophie said softly, thinking of the girl who had battled so 
valiantly for her and her friends. “She didn’t have to fight for us. But she 
did. Until the very end. Didn’t like me much, of course. But that’s probably 
a testament to her character.” 

The queen hugged Sophie tight. “I suspect you and Betty were more 
alike than she would have wanted. Perhaps the two of you would have 
joined our Knights of Eleven, except for the fact you occupy a place more 
important.” She nodded at Agatha. “You’re this girl’s knight.” 

“And what am I? Court jester?” Tedros teased, pulling Agatha to his 
chest. He looked relaxed for once, almost happy, Sophie thought, as if being 
around his friends made him feel protected, even if this was his quest alone. 
So much of the prince’s life had been spent on his own: no mother, no 
father, not even Merlin. Tedros had come to school searching for love. Love 
that could save him. The same kind of love that Sophie had come to this 
world to find. No wonder they’d both been so insufferable. No wonder 
they’d never gotten along. They were like two seals trapped underwater, 
fighting for the same breath of air. 

He caught Sophie watching him. “Well, I can’t get too jealous,” the 
prince said. “You and Agatha have to stick together while I’m inside the 
cave.” 

Sophie raised her brows. This was news to Agatha too. 

“You’re going inside .. . alone?” said Agatha. 

“Me too,” Merlin insisted, already looking older than a minute ago. 
“Merlin go with Tee Tee.” 

“No, Merlin. No one’s going with Tee Tee. It’s my test,” Tedros 
reminded. “But I do have a job for you. You’ll be six years old soon. Think 
you can handle it?” 

“A big job?” Merlin said, hopefully. 

Tedros rubbed his head, then looked at the girls. “The cave is close. 
Reena checked the compass. She said it’s less than a mile from here.” 

“But how will you get inside the cave?” Sophie asked. “You heard 
Kaveen’s story. Genie won’t let anyone in unless—” 

“Leave that to Tedros,” said Uma, arriving with Guinevere, who both 
exchanged looks with the prince. 


“The knights have a plan to beat the Snake,” Tedros explained to 
Agatha. “Have my doubts about it, but I’ll do anything if it doesn’t involve 
killing you.” 

“What’s the plan?” said Agatha. 

“Like Uma said... . leave that to me,” Tedros replied. 

Sophie could see Agatha stiffen. 

“Though each of us will have a part to play,” added Maid Marian 
cryptically, joining the group, accompanied by the stout matron Sophie had 
spotted earlier, the last of the knights. This woman reached out a hand to 
Sophie. 

“Dean Brunhilde,” she introduced herself. “Rhian and Japeth were my 
students at the Foxwood School for Boys.” 

“Aric’s too, then,” Agatha realized, new to the Dean too. 

“T’m afraid so,” Dean Brunhilde sighed. 

Sophie shuddered even hearing the beast’s name. “Well, what are we 
waiting for? We’re all together now. Can’t loaf around drinking cider and 
ordering food. Let’s find the genie—” 

“Not yet,” said Tedros. 

Sophie and Agatha looked at each other. 

“But what if the Snake comes?” Agatha pressed Tedros. 

Sophie piled on: “Didn’t you hear what Reena said before? Sultan 
already told the Snake we’re here! Japeth’s on a ship to Shazabah! And 
when the Sultan finds out we’ve escaped, he’ll see his compass is missing. 
He’ll know we’ ve gone to the caves—” 

“Japeth will track us there!” Agatha finished. 

Tedros grinned. “Exactly.” 

The two girls stared at him, confused— 

“Did someone say ‘food’?” a voice trilled. 

From the kitchen, a big-bellied woman flounced out in a sequined 
headscarf and tunic, her face spotted with flour, her arms piled with 
sumptuous spreads: red lentil soup, cucumber salad, hummus with 
mushrooms, spinach and feta pies, crispy yellow rice, stuffed grape leaves, 
garlic shrimp, milky pistachio delights, and towers of cookies and cakes. 

“Mother!” Reena said, hugging her. “I told you not to go overboard. 
Last thing we need before a battle is bloated bellies.” 

“For once I wish you were more like your father. Eating is exactly what 
knights should do before battle,” her mother ribbed, before barking at a 


scrawny man, struggling to get more platters through the kitchen doors. 
“Yousuf! Hurry and bring the kebabs before they all get dry! Then what will 
we do? Use them as stones?” 

Sophie, meanwhile, had forgotten all about arguing with Tedros and was 
stuffing her face with cucumber salad, savoring the tarty lemon dressing, 
unable to remember the last time she ate a well-seasoned meal. In the 
corner, the prince was talking to Merlin, the young wizard surprisingly quiet 
and attentive, perhaps because of the chocolate cake Tedros seemed to be 
withholding from him. Nearby, Dot was complaining to Hester over spinach 
pies: “Maid Marian is the only link I have to Daddy, but she avoids me 
every time I try to talk to her. Been that way since we met!” (Hester 
responded: “Ani and I avoid you, but you always comer us. Try that.”) 
Even Agatha was lost in amound of honeycake, before she caught Sophie’s 
eye. The two girls smiled and moved for each other, before Nicola cut in, 
pulling Agatha aside. Sophie stopped short— 

“So Reena tells me you met my husband,” Reena’s mother said, 
appearing next to Sophie. “And from the face you just made, I see nothing 
about him has changed.” 

“Wait, you were the queen?” Sophie said, understanding. She looked 
around the smoky, cramped pub. “And now you’re.. .” 

“Happier than I’ve ever been,” said Reena’s mother, unoffended. “I’ve 
taught my daughter to ask herself the same question I did. What matters? 
Look in your heart every day and ask: What really matters in life? Doesn’t 
matter who you are. It’s the same answers for everyone. Love. Purpose. 
Food. That’s it. That’s all we need.” 

Reena’s mother was studying Yousuf, dropping kebabs as he tried to 
serve them to the witches. Yousuf caught her watching and the two 
exchanged adoring smiles. Suddenly Sophie understood. At the palace, 
Reena’s mother could have everything she ever wanted. But only in leaving 
it could she find the things she needed. 

Sophie repeated these to herself. 

Love. Purpose. Food. 

“I don’t know if I have any of those,” she confessed. She thought of 
Agatha and Tedros, committed to the cause of Good. She thought of Reena, 
sacrificing the spotlight to find quiet love with a boy. She even thought of 
Hort, who wore love and purpose on his sleeve. Tears sprung to Sophie’s 


eyes before she could stop them. “Well, I have food, I suppose,” she said 
weakly. “If you consider what I eat food.” 

“I probably don’t,” Reena’s mother teased. “Listen to me, sweet girl. So 
many of us make the mistake of denying ourselves what we want. Out of 
fear that we don’t deserve it. And it’s a good thing too. Try to have 
everything you want and you’ll end up like my husband! But the things that 
matter, those cannot be compensated for or bargained away. They are our 
birthright in this world. We must find them and hold on to them, even if it 
takes us deep into the desert, far, far from where we thought we should 
be...” She hugged Sophie so close that Sophie could smell the spices 
flecked on her skin. “Give yourself permission to be happy. That is the 
magic spell. Then everything will be possible.” 

“I'm not sure how to do that,” Sophie whispered, but she was alone 
again, Reena’s mother back to the kitchen. 

Sophie wiped her eyes, her hands unsteady. 

“You okay?” a gravelly voice asked behind her. 

Sophie turned to see Hort holding two plates of rose-colored cookies, 
the weasel looking especially shifty. 

“T asked them if they had anything without sugar or milk or all the other 
things you don’t eat and they said no, but these were pretty, so... ,” Hort 
mumbled. 

“Shouldn’t you be sharing those with your girlfriend?” Sophie asked. 

“We broke up,” Hort said. 

Sophie’s eyes widened. She looked over at Nicola, talking animatedly 
with Agatha. “Does your girlfriend know that?” 

“Ex-girlfriend. And yes. It was her idea.” Hort took a deep breath. “She 
thinks I’m immature and lost in my own fantasies and a sad, soft boy.” 

“All true, I suppose... ,” Sophie considered. 

“Thanks,” said Hort, wounded. He walked away. 

Sophie wanted to finish her sentence: “That’s why I like you.” But she 
neither called him back nor moved from her spot, her cucumbers soggy on 
her plate. 

“Nic looks less upset about their breakup than you do,” Agatha said, 
accosting her, clutching another hunk of golden-brown honeycake, 
“presuming, of course, that’s what you two were talking about. She’s fine 
about it, actually. I think she finally realized that Hort from the storybooks 
is different from the Hort in real li—” 


“Can I have some of that?” Sophie asked. 

She was pointing at the cake. 

Agatha gaped at her like she had two heads. “Um, take it all.” 

Sophie didn’t think, the cake already pried out of her best friend’s hands 
and stuffed into her mouth. She closed her eyes, the fluffy weight of flour 
collapsing on her tongue into a cool melt of honey, a burst of cinnamon at 
the center. With each chew, the alchemy repeated, as she let the sensations 
dance on her tongue, then down her throat, surrendering herself to the riot 
of flavors, as if for once in her life she wasn’t in a rush to make pleasure 
mean something. She’d always thought of cake as fleeting, pointless, but 
here in the span of one taste, she’d understood why it mattered. Because life 
was fleeting and pointless unless you let yourself enjoy it, savor it, down to 
its lightest, most insignificant moments. She could feel tears falling, as if 
she’d opened up the forbidden gate . . . as if she’d lost and found something 
at the same time... 

“T’ll have what she’s having,” Dot said to Yousuf nearby, pointing at 
Sophie. 

Sophie looked at Agatha. They both cracked up. 

Then Agatha stopped laughing. 

“What is it?” Sophie asked— 

Crickets, she realized. 

The music had stopped. 

Both girls turned to the Queen of Jaunt Jolie, who’d noticed it too, she 
and Maid Marian standing very still at the center of the room. Everyone 
seemed to tune in, the pub going silent. 

Then Sophie heard it. 

Rattling and thundering, like a faraway quake. 

Agatha was already dragging her outside, into the thick desert air, the 
others close behind— 

Together, the two girls looked up into the night and glimpsed the swell 
of flames sweeping down the dunes like a storm. A thousand Shazabah 
camels, riders wielding torches and blades, side by side with soldiers astride 
gold-saddled horses. 

Camelot horses. 

Tedros stepped between the girls, his eyes locked on the king in blue 
and gold, charging at the fore of both armies. 

“Time to go,” said the prince. 


R: 
TEDROS 


Secret Weapon 


“Y ou are a very strange compass,” Tedros murmured, who was used to a 
brass arrow that oriented you towards a goal. But instead, the Sultan’s 
compass featured a tiny phantom of a belly dancer, shimmying her hips to 
the left. 

“Go that way,” the belly dancer advised. 

Tedros jogged west in the dark, the glowing numbers near the belly 
dancer’s waist counting down the distance to the caves: 1,000 feet . . . 900 
feet... The prince glanced back at the rest of his team, hustling to keep up. 
Over their heads, he could see the flames of Japeth’s army high on the 
dunes, miles away, but gaining ground. The Sultan had told Japeth 
everything, no doubt, thinking he was Rhian. Given him soldiers too. 





Ten minutes, Tedros guessed. 

That’s how much time they had. 

At the most. 

“You sure you know what you’re doing?” Agatha asked, rushing to his 
side. 

“The implication being that I don’t?” said Tedros. “Uma and Kaveen 
didn’t trust each other. Look how they turned out.” 

Agatha prickled. “You won’t tell me the plan.” 

“For a reason,” said Tedros. “I know what’s at stake. Not just a test. 
Your life.” 

“And what about the thousand men chasing us?” Agatha hounded. 

“Choo-choo! Choo-choo!” said a voice. 

Agatha looked down at Merlin, mop-haired and up to her ribs now, 
scampering beside her. The young wizard smiled. 

“Big job for Tee Tee,” he piped. 

Agatha peered at him. 

“Like I said. We have a plan,” Tedros clipped, sprinting ahead. “Follow 
the others!” 

Despite the Snake bearing down, he felt unshackled and free. Finally 
he’d taken control, having learned from the first test. This time, he’d handle 
the Snake himself, keeping Agatha in the dark. Not to punish her, but to 
protect her. If she knew what he and the Knights were planning, she’d jump 
into the fray. And with the Snake hunting her, that was the last place she 
should be. 


And yet, he still had misgivings about the Knights’ plan. Japeth 
relinquish the throne by choice? The Snake surrender . . . for love? Only 
women could invest in such a plot. But he didn’t have a better one and the 
more he thought about it, the more his heart pulsed with hope. If he played 
his cards perfectly, then maybe... just maybe... 

He picked up speed, looking back to see his princess fall farther behind, 
while the Snake and his army vanished into the valley of a dune. The idea 
of leaving Agatha outside the cave when Japeth attacked made Tedros sick. 
The Snake would go right for her to win the second test. Would Merlin stick 
to the plan... ? Tedros’ gut knotted tighter. He’d entrusted a six-year-old 
with Agatha’s life. A six-year-old who still peed his pants and had to be 
bribed with chocolate cake. No going back now, the prince thought, burying 
his doubts. He ran harder, tracking the compass girl’s hips . . . 200 feet... 
100 feet...50 feet... 

A storm of sand erupted in front of him, a towering wall rising so high, 
it obscured the moon. Wind whittled this wall like a sculptor, Tedros 
covering his eyes, his lips and tongue coated in hot dust, before he squinted 
through his fingers and glimpsed the cave’s shape: a colossal magic lamp 
made out of sand, the tip of the lamp the opening to the cave, its portal of 
gold glow piercing the night. 

Behind Tedros, the others arrived and flanked him like a shield: Agatha, 
Sophie, Uma, Hort, and the Knights of Eleven. 

It was one thing to hear Kaveen tell a story. But to see the cave now, a 
real place, with the magic lamp sealed inside, the lamp that made Aladdin a 
legend . . . This is what Readers must feel like, Tedros thought. The prince’s 
palms started to sweat, his mouth dry. 

“H-hi,” he said, inching towards the cave, “I’m Prince Tedros of—” 

A voice thundered from deep within: “Many a man has disturbed me, 
seeking my Cave of Wishes. But none with so feeble an army.” 

Tedros could hear the rumble of Japeth’s horses. There was little time 
for negotiation. “I come for the lamp,” he declared. 

“All fools do,” the cave taunted, low and resounding. “But to enter the 
cave, you must bring me something in return. And as far as I can tell, you 
don’t even have a sword, feckless prince. So go. Before I feel offended 
enough to deal with you.” 

The sand under Tedros’ boots thickened, as if to swallow him whole. By 
the time he looked up, the cave was collapsing back into the desert— 


“I don’t come empty-handed,” said Tedros. “I bring your true love.” 

The cave instantly re-formed. 

“Show me,” it commanded. 

Princess Uma stepped forward, taking her place next to the prince. 

The cave seemed to shudder at the sight of her, the light of its portal 
burning red-hot, like a stoked fire. 

Tedros could see Agatha grinding her teeth, as if she’d already decided 
this was the worst plan ever. 

“Give her to me,” the cave ordered. “Then you may enter.” 

“You'll get her once I enter and exit your cave safely,” Tedros 
countered. “Otherwise, I have no assurance you’ ll let me leave alive.” 

“And what of my assurances? You may use the lamp to wish my true 
love out of this deal. Or she may flee while you are inside.” 

“Neither of those will happen,” Tedros vowed. “I will deliver her as 
promised.” 

“Your promises mean nothing to me,” said the cave. “What happens if 
you take what you now say is mine? What happens if you cheat?” 

“Then you can have me,” spoke a voice. 

Guinevere stepped forward. 

“His own mother,” she said. 

Tedros showed little reaction, as if this too was part of the plan. 

“PII enter the cave with him,” the old queen explained. “If he fails to 
deliver the princess, then you may keep me as punishment.” 

The cave’s light shone upon Guinevere, as if verifying she was who she 
said. 

“What do I want with you, old bones,” the cave mocked. “Better fed to 
vultures.” 

“Which is why you can trust me to deliver your true love,” said Tedros. 
“No boy would sacrifice his mother to certain death. The terms favor you.” 

The cave paused, considering this. 

Smoke fogged the sky, the smell of torch flames rising. The cave 
beamed its light into the distance, on the twin armies riding towards them. 

“I suggest you make your decision quickly,” said Tedros, with an eye 
towards Uma. “Given impending company, your true love may not last long 
enough to see the end of our bargain.” 

The cave’s sands hardened. 

“Enter,” he snarled. 


Tedros clasped his mother’s hand, pulling her into the Cave of Wishes. 
The moment he stepped into the portal’s light, he felt the drop in 
temperature, the air cool and sharp. From inside the cave, he glanced back 
one last time, at Agatha, his princess looking helpless and scared, the same 
way Tedros looked whenever she went chasing after his quests without him. 

Sand poured over the door like a tomb being sealed. 

Then he and his mother were alone. 


FIVE MINUTES, TEDROS thought. 

Any more than that and Agatha and the rest would be at risk. 

Guinevere stumbled, gripping on to Tedros’ arm. “Careful,” she 
breathed, “there’s a step.” 

Tedros lit his fingerglow. “Lots of steps.” 

A crooked staircase made out of sand spiraled down into darkness, 
beyond what the prince could see. He slid his boot onto the first step, sand 
crumbling. With each step, the footing seemed more uneven, like a rocky 
shoreline. Guinevere tripped again. 

“You okay?” Tedros said. 

“Go ahead,” she said, limping. “I”11 meet you at the bottom.” 

Tedros put his arm around her and guided her, step by step. 

It was strange to be here with her. When they’d made the plan at the 
pub, she’d seemed the right choice to brave the cave with him. If he’d taken 
Agatha, she would have questioned his every move. Sophie would have 
been worse. And everyone else, he didn’t feel comfortable with, not the 
way he did with his mother, which was ironic, given he’d spent the last ten 
years thinking her a disloyal witch. And yet, now that he was alone with 
her, there was an odd tension between them. Not anger or resentment. That 
was gone from his heart, his mother’s sins forgiven. It was something else. 
Vacancy. Emptiness. As if they were two strangers, any bond between them 
imagined. 

Then, in the cast of his glow, Tedros glimpsed something embedded in 
one of the steps: a gold coin. As he swept his glow downwards, he saw why 
the stairs were so uneven, each of them laden with treasures: polished 
jewels, glinting rings, at least four crowns, and more gold than Tedros had 
ever seen, coins and talismans and goblets, scattered and fossilized deep 
into the sand. For a second, Tedros was baffled... 

Then he saw the skulls. 


Scores of them, hanging off the staircase by ropes of tightly packed 
sand, some attached to their skeletons, others severed at the neck or 
shoulders or ribs, like a gallery of warning. These must be the seekers 
who’d come to this cave and hadn’t made it back out, leaving the treasures 
from their wishes behind. 

“They made mistakes,” said Guinevere nervously. 

How? Tedros wondered. It was the Cave of Wishes. You ask your three 
wishes and hurry away with your plunder. 

Then again, when it came to magic, there was always a catch. 

They went faster now, Tedros moving his glow off the remains of 
wishers past and keeping the light on the bounties of each step, one by one, 
until they reached the bottom, a small cellar of sand. Given the corpses 
along the way and the famed power of the lamp, Tedros was expecting 
obstacles to finding it or at least some kind of test . . . but instead, there it 
was, lying on its side on the floor of the cave, copper in color, tarnished and 
scratched up, like an old trinket in an attic. There was nothing else down 
here except a dirty, broken mirror, leaning against a wall. 

Tedros studied the lamp, its tip poking out of the sand, like an elephant’s 
trunk. “Doesn’t look like much, does it?” 

A thunder of hooves echoed outside. 

“Hurry, Tedros,” said his mother, watching the cave walls quake. 

Tedros grabbed the lamp, rubbing sand off its surface with his palm. 

Nothing happened. 

Isnt that what you’re supposed to do? Rub the lamp? Tedros rubbed it 
harder, against his elbow, his chest, then with both hands at the same time— 

The lamp glowed fire red, scalding his fingers; Tedros yelped and 
dropped it to the sand. In the lamp’s reflection, he spotted a pair of yellow 
eyes glaring right at him. Red smoke lashed out of the lamp, building high 
over Tedros’ and his mother’s heads, a thick mist, murky and ragged at the 
edges, a man’s torso with a tiger’s head and the golden eyes Tedros had 
seen in the reflection, now fixed on him and Guinevere. In fairy tales, 
genies were friendly, comforting creatures, solid in body, but soft in spirit. 
But this genie was hazy in body, harsh in spirit, and very clearly not his 
friend. 

“Three wishes,” said the genie, the same stark voice they’d heard 
outside. “But to exit the cave, you’ll need the secret word. A word I cannot 
speak myself without being condemned to eternal pain. So you may not use 


one of your wishes to procure it. And if you die in this cave by your own 
incompetence . . .” He glanced at the skulls of all the men who had. “.. . 
then the princess you’ve brought as my gift is still mine.” 

The catch, Tedros thought. He knew it seemed too easy. 

Guinevere frowned. “But how do we—” 

“One question. That’s all you get, plus your three wishes,” the genie cut 
off. “Use your question wisely. Any further questions will be taken out of 
your wishes.” 

Guinevere bit her tongue. 

“Tell me what you were going to ask,” Tedros whispered, careful not to 
phrase it as a question. 

“How to find the secret word,” said his mother. 

“That’s your question, then,” the genie prompted. 

“No. Everyone must ask how to find the secret word,” said Tedros. 
“And yet, there’s a hundred dead bodies hanging in this cave? It’s a trap. 
We need to ask something else.” 

“Cleverer than you look,” the genie remarked, tiger eyes gleaming. “If 
you had asked, I would have told you ‘it’s a secret’ and you’d be no better 
off than before. Now ask your question. I care little about what becomes of 
you. Only your friends outside. One friend, rather, soon to be mine.” 

For a split second, Tedros wanted to ask the genie what was happening 
to Agatha... then stopped himself. The last thing Agatha would want was 
for him to waste his question on her. He needed to focus on why they were 
here: the plan to beat Japeth and keep his princess alive. He glanced at his 
mother, hoping she was working out the secret word— 

Guinevere wrung her hands. “What would Lance do?” she whispered to 
herself. 

Tedros almost laughed. He’d forgotten who his mother was. She’d 
dumped his gallant father for the chauvinist brute that was Sir Lancelot. 
Lance, who swept her off her feet and let her live a highland fantasy, devoid 
of real responsibility. Now his mother was still lost in the fantasy, waiting 
for her knight to save her. 

It’s why Tedros had chosen the girl he did. He didn’t want one like his 
mother. He wanted an equal. 

That free feeling he’d had on the dunes evaporated. Suddenly he missed 
his princess. 

What would Agatha do? 


Tedros stifled a smile. Maybe he was more like his mother than he 


thought. 
And yet, Agatha wouldn’t be distracted like he was. She’d be thinking 
about those who escaped the cave... the ones like Aladdin, who’d made 


their three wishes and gotten out alive... 

The wishes, Tedros realized. 

Agatha would tell him to focus on the wishes. 

He looked up at the genie. “What were Aladdin’s three wishes? 
Consider that my one question.” 

The genie’s eyes flickered in surprise, before he answered: “His first 
wish was to be Sultan of Shazabah. His second wish was for Princess Asifa, 
the Sultan’s daughter, to fall in love with him. And his third wish was for 
that mirror over there,” he said, nodding at the cracked slab of glass against 
the wall. 

The prince picked up the mirror, a piece of misshapen glass, veiled in 
dust. Aladdin had used his last wish to have this. And he hadn’t even taken 
it with him. Not a surprise: magic mirrors had pitiful powers. Even the 
queen who hunted Snow White could only use hers to assess her rivals’ 
beauty from afar. Yet Aladdin had invested his last wish to have a mirror of 
his own. Why? 

Tedros took a deep breath. Only one way to solve this mystery. He blew 
the sand off its surface and was faced with his own reflection. 

Instantly, the eyes of his mirror twin glowed yellow, like the genie’s— 

Then Tedros was falling into them like a hole. 

He could see the Tedros left behind in the cave, as if he’d split into two 
selves. Gold light blinded him, like he’d dropped into the sun, before he 
came out the other side, floating without gravity through a hall of mirrors, 
each mirror playing a scene from his life. 

Young Tedros, writing a message to his mother . . . then stuffing it into a 
bottle and setting it into the Savage Sea. 

Tedros, crying alone in his dorm room at school. 

Tedros, stiffening as Aric came towards him in a prison cell, a whip on 
his belt. 

Tedros, lost in Filip’s gaze on a window ledge, he and the boy about to 
kiss. 

Tedros, gouging out the eyes of his father’s statue in King’s Cove... 

These weren’t just scenes, Tedros realized. 


These were his secrets. 

Suddenly, he was back in the genie’s cave, turning away from his 
reflection, sucking in air. 

“Tedros?” his mother asked behind him. 

He didn’t answer. He didn’t think. 

Instead, he held up the mirror and reflected her. 

In the glass, Guinevere’s eyes burned yellow and now Tedros was 
falling into them. 

Into her secrets. 

Guinevere in her wedding veil, walking down the aisle towards 
Arthur... but behind the veil, she looked racked with doubts.... 

Guinevere, embraced with Lancelot in a forest, the two disguised by the 
night. 

Guinevere, in a dark hood, sneaking into young Tedros’ room .. . 
kissing him goodbye . . . then seeing him wake . . . and hurriedly closing the 
door to lock him in. 

Guinevere, on the shores of Avalon’s lake, receiving Tedros’ message in 
a bottle... and crumpling it as she saw Lancelot coming, clutching freshly 
picked flowers. 

Guinevere, years later, glimpsing teenage Tedros arrive with his friends 
on the moors of Avalon... her face clouding over... 

Tedros ripped himself out of his mother’s secrets, reeling from the 
mirror— 

“What’s wrong?” said Guinevere, as if she’d been frozen in time. “What 
are you seeing?” 

“You never wanted me to find you, did you?” her son asked. “After you 
ran off with Lancelot. You would have been happy never being with me 
again.” 

The flush in his mother’s face told Tedros all he needed to know. 

This mirror spoke the truth. 

The darkest truths, locked away in each person’s heart. 

And his mother’s was what he’d known all along: her heart was with 
Lancelot, only Lancelot, whether the knight was alive or dead. That’s why 
Tedros felt that empty feeling around her. She was here in body, but no 
longer in soul. 

Hooves pounded the desert outside, shaking the cave harder. 

He was running out of time. 


Tedros focused again on the mirror, keeping his face out of its 
reflection. What had Aladdin used it for? How did it help him get out of this 
ca— 

Of course. 

Slumdog, street rat... but a legend for a reason. 

The prince tucked the mirror into the back of his pants. Then he gazed 
up at the genie, his blue eyes aflame. 

“Id like to make my first wish, please,” said Tedros. 


THE GENIE GAVE the mildest swish of his hand. 

“Done,” he declared. “Won’t last more than an hour. Even my magic has 
limits.” 

Tedros inspected his body, unchanged on the outside. But inside, his 
blood tingled with bubbling heat, as if his veins were growing wider. His 
skin felt looser on his bones, more elastic. He held up a hand and with a 
simple focus of mind, he watched the hair on the back of it recede, the skin 
turning paler, more feminine . . . Then he stopped the transformation just as 
he’d started it, his hand reverting to a golden, sinewy fist. 

“An hour is all I need,” said Tedros. 

He glanced at his mother, who was surely thinking the same thing as her 
son. That the genie had given Tedros precisely what he’d asked for. But 
whether this first wish was well-used . . . only time would tell. 

“And your second wish?” the genie asked. 

“Same as the first,” Tedros answered. He pointed at his mother. “But do 
it to her.” 


TEDROS COULD SEE her clutching her arms over her chest, as if trying to 
block the sensations she was feeling inside. Mother and son shared the same 
powers now. But where these powers emboldened Tedros, they seemed to 
make his mother shrink deeper into her skin. 

Will she be able to do the job when the moment comes? the prince 
wondered. Did I make a mistake in picking her? 

“And your third wish?” the genie asked. 

Tedros’ heart thumped harder, drowning out the sounds from beyond. 
This last wish was the rub. He kept his face steady, trying to give nothing 
away. 


But his mother had no such restraint. He could see her chewing on her 
lip and picking at her nails, glancing worriedly at him. 

The genie noticed. 

“And your third wish?” he repeated, with suspicion. 

The prince looked hard into the genie’s eyes. “My third wish is that you 
become deathly allergic to ladybugs.” 

“What?” the genie snorted. 

From the ceiling of the cave, a big pink ladybug dropped onto his 
shoulder. 

Instantly, the genie broke out into bright pink pox and clutched his 
throat, gagging for breath. He flung the beetle to the ground, about to stomp 
on it— 

“Wouldn’t do that, considering it’s your princess,” said Tedros. 

The genie ogled him, confused. Then he looked down at the pink bug, 
blinking up at the genie with almond-shaped eyes, before it began skittering 
around him, making him erupt in a fresh riot of blisters. Panicked, the genie 
punted the bug across the cave, straight into Tedros’ hands. 

“You said to deliver your princess to you. You didn’t say in what form,” 
the prince smiled, petting the beetle. “And it turns out a teacher of Animal 
Communication enjoys mogrifying into the precise insect that now kills you 
to be near. Doesn’t sound like this tale will end in Happily Ever After, will 
it?” 

The ladybug whispered in Tedros’ ear. 

“Besides, Uma says she might be your true love but yov’re certainly not 
hers,” he relayed. 

The genie’s mist went redder, his eyes poisonous yellow. “We had a 
deal! You made a promise!” 

“Which we fulfilled,” Tedros pointed out. 

“You think you’ll get away with this!” the genie shouted. “You cheat! 
You thief!” 

“Says a genie who makes a sport of stealing men’s lives,” Tedros 
reproached. “The genie who thinks he can cheat his way to love.” 

The genie lunged for him, but Uma’s bug bounced onto his face and the 
genie recoiled in horror. He smacked her away, except the ladybug kept 
scuttling towards him, comering him against the lamp, choking him with 
her mere presence as he contorted with pain. Desperate to stay alive, the 
genie pulled back into his lamp, leaving only his scared face exposed ... 


Then his expression changed, a triumphant leer growing, as he extended his 
neck like a snake’s and confronted Tedros, eye to eye. 

“You’re forgetting something, failed prince. You don’t know the secret 
word. You’re trapped here forever. You idiot. You arrogant fool!” 

“T don’t know the secret word,” Tedros confessed. “That is true.” 

He looked up at the genie. 

“But you’re forgetting something too.” 

Tedros pulled Aladdin’s mirror out of his pants and held it up, reflecting 
his stunned opponent. 

In a flash, the prince was falling through tiger eyes... 

But only one secret played in the genie’s soul, again and again and 
again. 

A single, shining word, carved in darkness, like a wish against the night. 

Tedros yanked himself back into the cave, just as the genie surged out of 
his lamp with the last of his strength, claws out for the prince— 

Tedros put his nose to the genie’s. “The secret word is... human.” 

“NO!” the genie screamed, dragged back into the lamp. 

All at once, sand swelled under Tedros’ feet, lifting him and his mother 
out of the cave, Uma’s bug scrambling after them. Soaring upwards, Tedros 
smelled the heat of the desert above him, sweat beading on his skin. He 
could hear the confused cries of Japeth’s army, the first part of the plan 
surely complete— 

His mother snatched at the mirror, still in his hands. 

“Leave it!” Guinevere said. “Bad things happen to thieves!” 

Tedros ignored her, gripping the glass, the desert surface coming closer. 
Taking the mirror wasn’t part of the plan, but no way was he leaving it 
behind. 

Not because he was a thief. 

Because he was the king. 

And the mirror his new weapon. 

Secrets this time, instead of a sword. 

Tedros grinned, rising out of the cave. 

Oh yes. 

There were more souls he’d be looking into. 


AGATHA 


Conversations with Friends 


Ten minutes earlier, Agatha panicked as Tedros and his mother 
disappeared inside the Cave of Wishes. 

The moment the door sealed, Agatha whirled to face Merlin. 

“Merlin. What ‘big job’ did Tedros give you to do?” 





The six-year-old clasped his hands under his bottom, as if unsure how 
much to share. Then he pointed at the armies charging across the dunes. 
“Tee Tee said wait ’til horseys.” 

“Wait ’til horseys?” Sophie frowned, sidling beside Agatha. 

“Then what?” Agatha hounded the wizard. 

Merlin beamed up at them. “Choo-choo! Choo-choo!” 

Agatha and Sophie exchanged looks, while Hort, Princess Uma, and the 
Knights of Eleven clustered together, the Snake and a thousand men 
storming closer, closer... 

“Are we really going to stand here and let him kill Agatha?” Sophie 
demanded, her dress morphing into white armor, mirroring the steel in her 
voice. “Didn’t you all say you had a plan?” 

“We do,” clipped Maid Marian, nodding pointedly at Merlin. 

“Knights, take your position!” Jaunt Jolie’s queen ordered, eleven 
armored females fanning into a frontline. 

Sophie grabbed Merlin. “You little brat, tell Auntie Sophie exactly what 
Tee Tee told you—” 

“Choo-choo!” the young wizard repeated. 

“Pd give him a spanking but we’re about to die,” Sophie growled. Both 
girls sparked their fingerglows, pink and gold strobing weakly, fear the only 
emotion fueling their magic. Over Sophie’s shoulder, Agatha watched 
Japeth riding for her, an arrow to a target. “How could Tedros just leave you 
here?” Sophie hissed, sheltering her friend. “He should have taken you into 
the cave instead of his useless mother! What kind of prince is that?” 

“He said to follow the others. That he had a plan,” Agatha insisted as 
Japeth drew closer. But deep down, she had the same questions about 
Tedros, while also feeling guilty about them, as if it wasn’t a boy’s job to 
play bodyguard for his girl. And yet... if their positions were reversed, she 
never would have left her prince alone to fight. Nor would she have trusted 
him to survive Japeth without her. Then again, it was exactly this lack of 
trust that had put them in this mess to begin with. 

“Well, he has a plan and we don’t,” Sophie conceded, squinting back at 
the cave. “For once in our lives, maybe we should give him the benefit of 
the doubt.” 

But she didn’t look convinced. 

Neither did Agatha. 


“Remember this . . .” Hester exhorted her fellow knights, her eyes 
glinting through her pearlescent veil. “None of those bastards touches 
Agatha.” 

The Knights of Eleven grabbed swords off their belts, brandishing them 
to fight. 

“Because that’s how you beat an unkillable Snake. Swords,” Hort 
groused, exploding out of his clothes into a hulking man-wolf. “Not just 
Agatha we have to keep him away from. Keep him from Sophie too.” 

“But by all means, let him kill me,” Nicola snapped. 

“Not being your boyfriend means your bad attitude is your problem 
now,” Hort retorted, cocking his massive biceps as he shielded Sophie. 
“And you missed my point. We can’t let Japeth get Sophie back. Her blood 
heals him.” 

“Not anymore,” said Sophie, feeling safer now that wolf-Hort was 
protecting her. “Rhian told me of a pen’s prophecy. About him and Japeth. 
One would marry me and be king, the other would be healed by my blood. 
But not both. Once Japeth killed Rhian and stole the crown, he lost my 
blood’s powers.” 

“Pen’s prophecy?” said Agatha, the trampling horses and camels so loud 
she could hardly hear herself. “Which pen? Lionsmane or the Storian?” 

“Doesn’t matter,” Sophie dismissed. “What matters is Japeth’s mortal 
now. He can be killed.” 

“Plus, the Sultan’s army still thinks Japeth is Rhian, so Snake can’t use 
his scims. Not without giving himself away,” Nicola surmised. “This is our 
best chance to beat him.” 

“Only thing standing in our way is a thousand pirates and armed 
soldiers and fire-spitting camels,” said adult Dot, fatally. 

“And our best weapon is a six-year-old,” Anadil echoed, “who seems to 
have disappeared.” 

Agatha scanned the desert. “Where is he?” 

“30 seconds ... ,” Dean Brunhilde called as Japeth led two armies 
straight at them. 

“What about Uma?” Sophie said to Agatha. “Maybe she can stop the 
camels—” 

The girls whirled to the Princess, hoping her animal skills could save 
them .. . Instead, Uma mogrified into a pink ladybug, which plopped in 
sand near the cave’s door. 


“20 seconds . . . ,” Anadil warned, her two rats leaping off her 
shoulders, starting to swell bigger and bigger, like twin mastiffs. 

Hort roared across the desert, crouched in fighting position. “Come at 
me, mate!” 

A camel spat a ball of fire, scorching his palm, sending the man-wolf 
shrieking to the ground before he snuffed the flames in sand. More fireballs 
slammed into Anadil’s rats, rocketing them into the night. 

“10 seconds!” Beatrix cried. 

Men and beasts flew towards them, about to obliterate them with fury 
and fire. 

“Your scream,” Agatha gasped at Sophie. “Your witch’s scream.” 

Sophie shook her head. “That was the old me—” 

“Bring the old you back!” Agatha begged. 

“5 seconds!” Reena shouted. 

Sophie bore down, teeth gnashed, chest swelling. But then the two girls 
glimpsed Japeth, swerving around the Knights of Eleven, the Snake rising 
tall on his horse’s back, double-fisting his sword, aiming it right at Agatha. 

The scream seemed to catch in Sophie’s throat, as if Evil couldn’t beat 
Evil. Not this kind, darker than anything inside her own heart. 

Agatha retreated from the Snake in terror, Sophie too late to stop him. 
Japeth’s sword gleamed by moonlight as he raised it over Agatha’s head 
like an axe— 

Something swooped in front of him. 

A young boy on a magic carpet, looking clear into Japeth’s eyes, then 
twirling to Agatha with the brightest of smiles. 

“Choo-choo, Mama!” 

Merlin swept his hands like a magician as the Snake slashed his blade 
across Agatha, cutting full-force into— 

Thin air. 

She was gone. 

Merlin too. 

All of Tedros’ army was gone. 

Except for a pink little beetle, peeping through a vast, empty desert, 
before it set its sights downward and began burrowing into the sand. 


ONCE, BACK IN Gavaldon, Agatha had asked her mother what happens to 
people when they die. “The nun at the schoolhouse says our bodies go into 


the ground but our souls go up into the sky, where we reunite with all our 
friends. But Sophie says that’s nonsense and the dead have no friends.” 

Callis had continued to stew her frog-skin soup. “Lovely girl, that 
Sophie.” 

So when Agatha spun from the Snake, waiting for the pain of steel and 
the shock of her head flying off her body, but instead opened her eyes to 
find herself reunited with all her friends on a cloud in a strange-colored 
sky... she immediately looked at Sophie. 

“Merlin, sweetie... ,” Sophie rasped. “What did you do?” 

The little wizard giggled from atop his magic carpet, breezing through a 
night full of silver stars, two-dimensional and five-pointed, as if he’d drawn 
them himself. 

They were in the Celestium, Agatha realized. Tedros must have told 
Merlin to hide them here . . . to wait until the “horseys” were close and 
whisk Agatha and her friends to safety... . The same way Merlin had 
brought her here to help with the first test... 

Only the Celestium was different now, Agatha realized. Instead of the 
pure, meditative sky she was used to, it was a hodgepodge of purple shades, 
like a poorly made quilt, filled with fast-moving clouds, comets, and 
constellations of fantastic shapes—dragons and castles and goblins and 
ships—as if instead of a wizard’s place to think, it’d become a wizard’s 
place to play. Together, they’d been transported inside Merlin’s 
imagination, a six-year-old’s hectic dreamscape, mirrored by the dreamer 
himself, whizzing around on his magic carpet, gibbering incantations, 
whereby new comets and clouds burst into being, streaking past his startled 
guests. 

“Merlin! Come down at once!” Sophie demanded. “Nightwind, you 
too!” 

“Faster, choo-choo! Faster!” Merlin tooted, buzzing his carpet around so 
wildly it blew the veils off Hester’s and Anadil’s heads. 

“Merlin!” Sophie shouted. 

“Not the Mama!” Merlin heckled, all the clouds morphing into bald, 
warted Sophies, complete with witches’ hats— 

Agatha shot a spell, tying Nightwind’s tassels, sending it crashing to 
their cloud. 

Merlin looked at her grumpily. “Tee Tee said I could have playtime. 
Once I finished Big Job. Tee promised.” 


“You can have all the playtime you want, after you explain a few 
things,” said Agatha. “Tedros told you to bring us here?” 

“Wait ’til horseys and bring Mama and friends to secret place. That’s 
what Tee said,” Merlin nodded, subtly untying his carpet’s tassels. “Then 
have playtime with choo-choo and stay in secret place until . . .” His voice 
trailed off. 

“Until... 2?” Agatha asked. 

“Until when, Merlin?” Sophie tag-teamed. “Stay in the secret place until 
when?” 

Merlin chewed on his lip and Agatha realized he didn’t have the answer 
because he didn’t know the answer. 

“Until we can’t stay no more?” Merlin guessed. 

“How long is that?” said Hort, popping out of a cloud, back to his pale, 
weaselly body, his waist wrapped in downy white fluff. He rubbed at his 
scalded right hand. “How long until we ‘can’t stay no more’?” 

But the young wizard was back in the air, Nightwind untethered and 
taking him higher and higher, Merlin’s hoots echoing through his private 
galaxy. 

“Tedros warned me once: that we couldn’t stay here long,” Agatha 
remembered. “Back when we were looking for a spot to hide from Rafal. 
He said the air was too thin. Eventually we’d lose our breath and be forced 
back down.” 

“We’re alive for now. That’s what matters,” the Queen of Jaunt Jolie 
sighed, sitting gingerly on a cloud. 

“The plan is only half-done,” said Dean Brunhilde, settling beside her. 
“We’ll have work to do once Tedros and Guinevere return if we’re to defeat 
the Snake for good.” 

“What work?” Agatha asked, trying to suss out the rest of the plan. 

“And how can we beat the Snake without killing Aggie? That’s the 
second test,” Sophie badgered, but the Dean was lost in thought. 

“He was the same RJ I’ve always known,” she shuddered. “I could see 
it in his eyes.” 

“Are you sure they can’t find us here?” Maid Marian asked nervously. 

“Only those with wizard blood can find other wizards’ thinking places,” 
Jacinda reassured. “Presumably so wizards can meet one another in private. 
But mostly wizards stay out of each other’s heads. That’s what my own 
wizard tutor, Joffrey, told me. I attempted to find his thinking place on 


several occasions, but each time, I’d wake up high in a tree with no way 
down.” 

Merlin chuckled somewhere in the sky. 

Agatha sat next to Anadil and elder Dot, the two witches in pearly 
armor, sharing cloud pieces Dot had turned to chocolate. 

“Can’t believe the idiot’s plan worked,” Anadil mused. “Who knew 
Tedros could think?” 

Agatha snatched the chocolate out of her hands. “He’s not an idiot, first 
off,” she said, eating the cocoa cloud puff. “Second of all, you heard the 
Dean; the plan is only half-done, so don’t speak too soon. Third, I don’t 
know why he kept the plan from me or why none of you will tell me what it 
is, especially since I’m the one the Snake is supposed to kil—oh, this is 
delicious.” 

“T filled the holes in the cloud with peanut butter,” said Dot, tossing her 
frumpy curls. “And pretty sure Tedros didn’t tell you about the plan because 
then you’d nitpick and take command of it and end up making a mess, like 
you did with the first test.” 

Agatha’s neck went red. “He said that?” 

“No, but that’s why I won’t tell you the plan,” Dot explained. “You’d 
think it was your plan and act like you could do it better than us, even if you 
can’t. It’s what you always do. Goodness, being old makes you honest.” 

“So that’s why Tedros’ plan worked. Because his princess couldn’t 
bungle it. He should keep secrets from you more often,” Anadil needled 
Agatha, while holding up more white fluff, which Dot zapped into 
chocolate. 

Agatha stared at them, hurt. 

“Your rats, Anadil! I saw what happened!” Beatrix cut in, armor 
jangling as she jammed between Agatha and the witches. “Think they’re 
still alive?” 

“My talent is making them grow. Their talent is finding a way back to 
me, even when there’s no hope,” Anadil said, forlorn. “But thank you for 
the concern, Evergirl.” 

She gave Beatrix a smile that was halfway sincere and Agatha 
wondered if in the process of bonding as Knights, old enemies had become 
new friends. 

“That’s what I say about Tristan too,” Kiko spouted, plopping next to 
Agatha. 


1? 


“Here we go,” Beatrix groaned. 

“That even after he died, he would find his way back to me. And then 
suddenly Willam appears, who looks so much like him, but every time I try 
to talk to Willam, that other boy is in the way, the one with the big head, 
Boston or Bojangle or whatever his name is. But I can be patient. It 
wouldn’t be a fairy tale if there weren’t things in the way. And imagine if 
Willam and I end up together. That means Tristan sent Willam to me 
himself. Or maybe he is Willam. Like a friendly ghost in a different body, 
who came back to take care of me. So don’t worry.” She kissed Anadil on 
the cheek. “Your story will take care of your rats too.” Kiko flounced off as 
Hester sat down. 

Anadil eyed her friend. “Do we tell her what Sophie told us?” 

“That the boy she thinks is a reincarnation of her dead ‘true love’ who 
had no interest in girls is the brother of said dead boy who also has no 
interest in girls?” Hester paused. “No.” 

“Cheers to that,” said Anadil. 

Soon, they all dispersed into separate clouds—Sophie chatting with 
Hort, Hester with Beatrix, Reena with Anadil, more friends coupling up— 
leaving Agatha on her own, watching Merlin zig and zag on a drooping 
Nightwind, the young wizard carving his name in bright lights across the 
sky with his fingertip. Agatha fidgeted, her clump tapping restlessly. She 
was so used to playing peacemaker, shuttling between conflicts, bridging 
divides, that to see the Knights of Eleven getting along without her—Good 
and Evil, old and young, friends and strangers—while Hort and Sophie 
continued their conversation on a far-off cloud . . . It made Agatha feel 
uncomfortable, like she was Graveyard Girl again, forgotten by the world. 
Then she remembered this wasn’t Gavaldon. That in this world, she was 
surrounded by friends, each as capable and strong as her, each as important 
to this story—including her true love, who at this very moment was trapped 
in a cave trying to save her from a Snake. 

Dot’s right about me, Agatha thought. She’d convinced herself this was 
her fairy tale to win. Her mountain to conquer. As if she wanted everyone to 
look to her to lead them. Why? Why couldn’t she let her prince lead? Why 
did she have to have all the answers? 

Her soul whispered back. 

If don’... what am I worth? 


It was the same crisis that haunted Tedros. Who was he without his 
crown? Who was Arthur’s son, if not the king? 

And here Agatha was, letting her own insecurities thwart his every 
attempt to answer these questions for himself. 

Her heart wrenched. She’d put her prince in an untenable position. Not 
just with having to kill her to win the second test. But now having to keep 
secrets from her in order to do his duty and prove himself a king. 

They were different in so many ways, she and Tedros. But in their 
hearts, they were afflicted by the same malady: each of them needed proof 
that they were good enough. That they were worthy of love. The same way 
Agatha had needed proof from Professor Dovey that she could be beautiful. 
But then, as now, the only cure could come from within. And as long as she 
and Tedros searched for the answer outside of themselves, they would 
continue to stand in each other’s way. Like two rival kings having their own 
tournament. 

Maybe that’s why Arthur made this the second test, Agatha thought. 

Because he saw a future where she held his son back, instead of helping 
him. 

So he put their love to the fire. 

Three tests. 

Three answers to find. 

Was Agatha the right queen for Tedros? 

Or would she be another Guinevere, another curse for Camelot? 

That was the king’s question. 

Now it was up to Agatha to answer it. 

This is my test as much as Tedros’, she thought. 

To survive it, she had to trust him. 

They had to be a team. 

A real one. 

If Tedros made it out of the cave alive, that is. 

Agatha’s throat tightened. 

He’d come back. He had to. 

Any minute, he’d fall through the sky and land on her cloud, with those 
gorgeous eyes and a cocked grin. 

In the meantime, to distract herself, Agatha did what old Graveyard Girl 
used to do: lurk around in darkness and eavesdrop on the living... 


“That’s what he said to you?” Maid Marian was asking Dot. Marian 
looked off guard and stiff, as if she’d been cornered by the age-hexed witch. 
“That he and your mother were... . ‘love’?” 

Dot nodded. “Funny to think he loved someone else besides you, isn’t 
it?” 

Marian’s eyes widened. 

“Oh please, even the town fool knew Daddy was obsessed with you,” 
Dot teased. “It’s why he hated Robin so much. But you were always so kind 
to Daddy, even with him intent on killing your true love. Sometimes I 
wondered if you and Daddy had a secret friendship. A moment when you 
and him were more than enemies.” 

“Only a moment,” said Marian quietly. “Your collar. The stitching’s 
come apart. Let me fix it.” 

Marian used a pin from her hair to rethread Dot’s armor. 

“You smell nice,” Dot said. 

“Like beer and chicken wings?” Marian laughed. “That’s what I smelled 
like working at the Arrow.” 

“No... like a homey blanket or pillow.” 

“Oh,” said Marian tautly, continuing to sew. 

Dot looked up at the Celestium’s moon, made out of cheese, which 
Merlin took bites out of between rounds of mischief. Dot’s brown skin 
glowed under the half-eaten orb. For a moment, she seemed ageless. 
“Daddy never told me about my mother. Said she died when I was young. A 
few other things here and there. That she was so beautiful that Good and 
Evil both loved her. That she had a kind heart, even to those who treated her 
poorly. That she was a good tailor. Not much more than that. But it doesn’t 
matter, does it? If it was love, real love, like he said . . . then that's all I 
need to know.” 

Marian let go of Dot’s collar, putting the pin back in her hair. Her hand 
trembled. Her throat bobbed. Tears slipped down her cheeks. 

“What is it?” Dot asked, confused. 

Marian hugged old Dot tight. “Your mother would be so proud of you.” 

Agatha gasped audibly and dropped to another cloud before Marian or 
Dot spotted her. 

The emotions hit her hard. 

Marian is Dot’s mother. 


The clues had always been there, but she hadn’t put the pieces together 
until now. The way Marian skirted tensely around Dot and her friends. The 
way the Sheriff treated Dot, his pent-up fury and cruelty borne of 
unrequited love. The way Robin had a soft spot for Dot, as if he knew 
Marian’s secret. Dot’s warmhearted charm, inherited from her mother, 
balanced with the dark edge of her father. Agatha peeked up to see Dot, 
joined by Anadil and Hester, with Marian studying the latter’s tattoo, 
mystified by how it worked. From Dot’s relaxed pose, it was clear Dot 
didn’t know the truth about her mother. Or didn’t want to know. Young or 
old, Dot had a new family now. A family that, unlike her own, had been 
there for her from the beginning. 

Agatha heard a loud sigh and turned to find Nicola in the shadows of 
the cloud. 

“If you've come to tell me to be more social, I’m perfectly fine on my 
own,” Nicola said. “Always have been.” 

“Actually I didn’t even know you were here—” Agatha started, but 
Nicola was already unburdening herself. 

“In the pub, I felt okay at first, because it was my decision to break up 
with him. He needed to know he wasn’t treating me right. That I deserved 
to be more than second best. But now he doesn’t even seem upset about 
it”—Nic swished a hand at Hort and Sophie on a faraway cloud—“as if he 
and I never were together. He hasn’t even come to check on me. I know I 
broke up with him, but still! He should see how I’m feeling! He was my 
first boyfriend. My first kiss. And now he’s talking to her. Again.” 

“To be fair, he’s been talking to ‘her’ since the first day of school,” 
Agatha pointed out. “And if Tedros ever broke up with me, I would bomb 
his castle before I ever checked in on him.” 

“But Hort did like me,” Nicola barreled on. “We had time together in 
Sherwood Forest and Foxwood when Sophie wasn’t around . . . We were 
happy. But when she’s there, it’s like I don’t exist. Because of how I look. 
Because I don’t look like her.” 

“No,” said Agatha. “It’s not about that.” 

“She’s blond and thin and has a small nose and no pores and I’m—” 

“Tt’s not about how you look,” Agatha repeated. 

She said this so sharply that Nicola stopped her monologue. 

“And as long as you have doubts about the way you look, you’ll never 
be able to truly love someone,” Agatha preached. “Take it from me. Even if 


you have the most loving, doting fairy-tale boyfriend, you’ll reject his love 
if you don’t believe you deserve it. And then it’s only too easy to blame it 
on looks or something else that you can’t possibly control, because the one 
thing you can control—how you feel about yourself—you were too afraid 
to change.” 

Nicola grimaced. “But—” 

“Let me finish,” Agatha said. “Yes, Sophie is beautiful. Yes, Hort has 
always been fond of her. But Hort also believes in true love, even though 
he’s a Never. And he wouldn’t have kissed you and been your boyfriend if 
he didn’t think there was a chance that you were the one. Period. Hort is too 
kind and honest and real to settle for anything less. Maybe he wasn’t ready 
in the end. Maybe you’re not ready. Maybe you two just aren’t right for 
each other. But this isn’t about you not having blond hair or a princess 
figure or anything else. This is about letting yourself take chances at love 
and not giving up. That’s why love is the ultimate test. It forces us to grow, 
to be better, and even then, sometimes it’s not enough. We get in our own 
way. We’re our own worst villains. But only a true villain believes he can 
control love. Love can’t be controlled any more than a wildfire can. It lives 
in the balance of fate and free will, Man and Pen. We do our part, we hope, 
we wish ... but it writes its own story in its own time, the way it’s meant to 
be. For you. For Hort. For everyone who believes in Ever After. For me 
too.” Agatha clasped Nicola’s shoulder. “Love makes fools of me and 
Tedros each and every day.” 

Nicola didn’t say anything for a long while. Then she peered hard at 
Agatha. “I can’t believe I’m taking advice on boys from the girl who hung 
skulls in Gavaldon Square on Valentine’s Day.” 

“You knew that was me?” Agatha said, surprised. 

“Everyone knew it was you.” 

The two girls cracked up. 

“Nic!” a voice called. 

It came from above: Hester, Beatrix, and Kiko crowded onto Nightwind, 
which had left Merlin asleep on top of the moon and now seemed enthused 
about new riders. 

“Room for one more!” said Kiko. 

Agatha smiled at Nicola. “Go.” 

Nic was already running. 


Agatha couldn’t leave Merlin teetering on the moon, so she hopped up 
clouds, like a frog jumping lily pads, but still found herself too far away to 
retrieve him. Only then did she realize she was hovering directly above 
Hort and Sophie, who were on the cloud below, the weasel looking 
scrawnier than usual in his fluff diaper. 

“So out with it, what did you and Tedros really talk about when you 
were flying on that stymph?” said Sophie. 

Hort’s eyes roved around. “I should find some clothes—” 

“Do you think anyone here hasn’t seen you without your clothes on? 
Even when you were the History Professor. And don’t think of lying to 
me,” Sophie hectored. “First of all, you’re not good at it and second, you 
and I are too close for you to keep secrets from me—” 

“T was asking him for girl advice, okay,” Hort blurted. 

Sophie hesitated. “What kind of girl advice?” 

“Like... what it was like to, you know .. .” 

“No, I don’t know.” 

“What it was like to kiss you.” 

Sophie stared at him. 

“Versus kissing Agatha. Like how he felt kissing you in comparison,” 
said Hort. “Because when I kissed Nic, it was amazing and fun... and yet, 
something was missing. And I just wanted to know what kisses feel like to 
him because he’s probably kissed lots of girls.” 

“So let me get this straight,” said Sophie. “You asked Tedros what 
kissing me was like versus Agatha so you could figure out whether your 
kisses with your girlfriend—” 

“Ex-girlfriend.” 

“—were good kisses or bad kisses.” 

“Essentially.” 

Sophie looked so galled that Agatha wondered for a moment if she 
might clobber the poor boy, before Sophie flattened her lips and squinted 
hard at him. “What did Tedros say about kissing me versus—actually, forget 
it. I don’t want to know.” 

“Not that I take anything that lump says seriously,” Hort offered. “Can 
you imagine kissing Tedros? He’s slobbery and smells like grass.” He 
shivered. “Bleecchh.” 

Sophie cackled so loud it woke Merlin up. “Oh, Hort. You really are a 
goon.” 


“Better than a sad, soft boy,” Hort muttered. 

“Why are those bad things?” Sophie came back, exasperated. “Why 
can’t a boy show his emotions? Why can’t a boy just be himself?” 

“Because girls like you won’t go for us,” said Hort grimly. 

“Have you considered that it’s because you are a real boy, in all your 
softness and sadness, that I am having this conversation with you to begin 
with?” Sophie asked. “I can have any handsome boy in the Woods, but 
they’re insufferable like Tedros or possessive like Rafal or maniacal like 
Rhian. But I had to learn that they wouldn’t make me happy, didn’t I? The 
same way you had to kiss Nicola to learn there was something missing. The 
same way I had to spend time with you again and again to learn that you 
weren’t creepy, useless Hort at all, but Hort who is open and true—and yes, 
sad and soft—but altogether, sweet, steadfast, and the strongest boy I 
know.” 

Hort’s whole body seemed to blush. “Uh, so... what are you saying?” 

Sophie crossed her arms. “What I am saying is... what I’m saying .. .” 
She looked up at Hort. “I don’t know what I’m saying.” 

The two of them stared hard into each other’s eyes, the silence as thick 
and wide as an ocean. Agatha tipped over the cloud to get a better look— 

Her shadow cast over Sophie, who glanced up. “Agatha, darling!” 

Agatha toppled in surprise, crashing down and landing hard on Hort, 
kneeing him in the groin. 

“Aggaaaain!” Hort wheezed. “The witch strikes agaaaain!” 

“I'm assuming you're the witch, this time,” Sophie said to Agatha. 

Wails echoed above them. 

Merlin, crying from atop the moon. “Naughty! Naughty!” 

“Yes, Merlin, yes! Very naughty!” Sophie called out. “Go back to 
sleep!” 

Merlin wailed harder. 

“Strange,” said Agatha. “Never cried before. Puts himself to sleep and 
eats from his hat when he’s hungry—” 

“Guys?” Hort said quietly. 

The girls followed his eyes. 

To the corner of the Celestium. 

A tear had opened up in the purple canvas, a rip in the night. Stars 
tumbled out of the sky as the sky pulled apart, a shadow coming through. 


Agatha smiled at the firm chest and lean silhouette, her heart surging. 
“Tedros ...” 

Then moonlight hit the shadow and Agatha stumbled back into Sophie’s 
arms. 

Merlin cried harder, pointing at the sky. “Naughty! Naughty!” 

Agatha choked on her scream. 

Naughty. 

Nottee. 

Not Tee. 


AGATHA 
The Second Half of the Plan 


“ Impossible ...” Sophie rasped to Agatha. “He's not a wizard . . . He 
can’t be here...” 

But he was here. 

He was inside Merlin’s Celestium. 

Japeth stared hard at Agatha, his face in shadow, the whites of his eyes 
glowing in the dark. He slithered through the tear in the sky and leapt down 
onto a cloud, landing in a crouch. Then he rose, his blue-and-gold suit 
rippling in the moonlight. 





Slowly, his king’s suit melted pitch-black, the Snake returned, scims 
shrieking and sliding all over his body. 

His eyes never left Tedros’ princess. 

Sophie shielded her best friend. “Run. Now.” 

Scims spiked for Agatha’s head and she and Sophie dove off the sides 
of the cloud, with Sophie crashing on a puff below. But there was no cloud 
for Agatha to land on; she tumbled into oblivion— 

A red horn hooked through her collar, Hester’s demon slobbering in her 
face—“nogoodverybadday”—before it flung Agatha onto a thick cloud 
with its master. “Stay behind me,” Hester hissed, blocking her. “If you die, 
we all die.” 

“Merlin!” Agatha pointed at the wizard, howling on the moon. “We 
have to get Merlin!” 

Hester’s demon soared for the ball of cheese, snatching the six-year-old 
in its claws and flying him higher and higher. But the Snake had no interest 
in Merlin. He stayed locked on Agatha, his chest exposed where the scims 
had peeled off him. 

Scims still on the loose. 

She spun just in time— 

They speared for Agatha’s face and she plunged into the center of her 
cloud, barely eluding them. She popped her head through, spitting out fluff. 
“Up there!” she said to Hester, pointing at the rip in the sky. 

The scims circled around, angling for Agatha harder, faster. Hester 
yanked her back into the cloud— 

“PII use that portal,” Agatha panted. “Scims will follow me out... All 
of you will be safe... I just need the magic carpet to get there...” 

She peeked up, searching for Nightwind . . . then saw the carpet veer 
sharply, Beatrix, Kiko, and Nicola aboard to ambush the Snake, swords 
aimed at his open flesh 

Scims launched off Japeth’s shoulder and slammed into Nightwind, 
obliterating it to shreds, sending the girls scattering to clouds. 

“Agatha, look out!” Sophie cried from below. 

Eels whizzed upwards, nicking Agatha’s and Hester’s ears, before both 
girls dodged into the cloud, tunneling through fluff. They hit the end of the 
cloud, nearly plummeting over. Scims slashed down on either side of them, 
cutting holes into white. Agatha spied through one of these holes, tracking 
the cloud path to the gash in the sky. “I have to make a run for it. . .” 





“You'll be dead in a second!” Hester said. “You won't make it one 
cloud!” 

“Watch me,” Agatha steeled. 

Like a gazelle, she sprung for the next one up — 

Scims blasted for her; Agatha recoiled mid-jump, twisting awkwardly 
and flopping back onto Hester’s cloud, just missing the eels sizzling past 
her. 

“Ho hum,” Hester growled. 

Only now the Snake was the one moving, bounding across clouds, more 
scims rocketing off him for Agatha, this time from a closer distance, too 
fast to escape. Agatha shoved Hester aside, saving her friend, the scims 
about to run Agatha through— 

Dean Brunhilde lunged in front of her, hacking eels with her sword. “In 
all my years, did my best to turn Evil into Good! Well, killing every last one 
of you sounds Good to me!” Gobs of black-and-green goo sprayed onto her 
armor, Dean Brunhilde axing them with vengeance. 

Japeth seemed weakened, the patches of flesh on his chest and shoulder 
bruised and bloodied, vulnerable to attack. He charged Agatha and the 
Dean, hurdling cloud to cloud, only to see the Queen of Jaunt Jolie block 
his path, sword in hand. 

“How did you fake a wizard’s blood, Your Highness?” she cooed. 
“Same way you faked a king’s, perhaps? Nice snakesuit, by the way. And 
here I thought King Rhian was the one who killed the Snake. So you must 
not be ‘Rhian’ at all.” 

Agatha dashed to save her, but Dean Brunhilde grabbed her back. 

“Proud of your cleverness, are you?” the Snake taunted Jacinda. “Your 
daughter was too. Almost told my secret to the Woods.” He stood tall, scims 
still protecting most of him. “Almost.” 

“T need to help her,” Agatha fought, battling the Dean. “We need to help 
her—” 

“We need you alive,” said the Dean, holding her fast. 

Queen Jacinda stepped towards Japeth, sword pointed. “Your brother 
had a soul. He had the capacity to love. No one will ever love you.” 

“Words,” the Snake dismissed, setting his sights on Agatha once more. 

“Let’s talk words, then,” Jacinda threw back. “You say you seek the 
Pen’s power for the good of the Woods, when in truth, you seek to raise a 
boy from the dead.” 


Japeth looked at her. 

“A boy you think will admire all that you’ve done to have him,” said the 
queen. “But you’ve mistaken him like you’ve mistaken me. He will reject 
you. He will condemn the Evil you’ve done in his name.” 

“T know the end of my story,” the Snake said coldly. “And yours.” 

“You will end alone, Japeth.” The queen raised her blade. “All of this 
Evil done for no other reason than to damn you to Hell.” 

The Snake struck the sword from her hand. Then he clasped her throat 
and squeezed. “I looked into your daughter’s eyes when she knew she was 
going to die.” 

Agatha broke free of Dean Brunhilde— 

Japeth’s fingers dug into the queen’s neck. Jacinda fell to her knees, 
choking for breath. Japeth bent over, strangling the life out of her. “And I 
see the same thing in you that I saw in her. Not courage. Not conviction. 
Just fear—” 

A clump crushed him in the face. 

Japeth reeled, releasing the queen. He looked up at Agatha standing 
over him, his face a spatter of blood. 

“Tt’s me you need to win the second test, coward,” she lashed. 

Agatha started running, jumping across clouds. 

Japeth exploded after her, his legs so strong that he was already closing 
in, Agatha cornered on the last cloud— 

A sword impaled the Snake’s bare shoulder. 

Japeth whirled, facing Dean Brunhilde, who punched him in the throat. 

“You killed Rhian. Your one hope for love,” she condemned, crushing 
him in a headlock. “Why? Because he was your better half? Or did Rhian 
know what I do? That you’re a monster. Because only monsters kill those 
who love them.” 

“You who took love away from me?” the Snake seethed, thrashing in 
her arms. “The only monster I see is you.” 

“Your mother told me something when she left you in my care,” the 
Dean said, struggling to restrain him. “That you have none of her blood. 
That you must be all your father’s.” She held him close. “Because she saw 
nothing in you she ever wanted back.” 

The Snake roared, elbowing her in the face. He dragged the sword out 
of his shoulder and slashed it across the Dean’s neck. 


“Say hello to her for me,” he said, gripping her collar. “And my ‘better 
half.” 

He threw Dean Brunhilde off the cloud. 

Agatha’s heart jolted, watching her body fall into purple night. 

Until today she hadn’t known Dean Brunhilde. Yet the Dean had 
protected her with her life. The same way she’d protected students from 
their own Evil. Dean Brunhilde was brave, strong, and Good, all the things 
she’d tried in vain to help Japeth become. Now, she too had been lost to 
him. What chance did the rest of them have? 

Even so, the Dean had left her mark. Japeth wasn’t moving. He 
struggled for breath, his shoulder dripping blood, the scims left on him 
dulled and limp. 

The cold green pits of his eyes rose to Agatha’s cloud. His cheeks 
reddened, as if the mere sight of her rekindled his fire. Then he charged her 
like a lion— 

His cloud jerked suddenly, knocking him off his feet. Japeth rebounded, 
launching for Agatha. This time, Agatha’s cloud shifted, dragging the 
princess out of reach. 

A child’s giggle echoed overhead. 

Both hunter and prey looked up at Merlin, hoisted by Hester’s demon, 
as the child swished his arms, magically swinging Japeth’s and Agatha’s 
clouds away from each other like chess pieces. “Naughty hurts Choo-Choo! 
Now I hurt Naughty!” the child wizard promised, watching Japeth leap for 
Agatha and miss. Merlin puppeted the other clouds and surrounded the 
Snake’s with them. Japeth was trapped, nine sword-wielding females 
prowling at him. Beatrix. Kiko. Reena. Anadil. Hester. Dot. Nicola. Maid 
Marian. Jacinda. The Snake froze, his scims too sapped to ward off this 
many knights. 

Slowly he looked up. His eyes slitted with purpose. Agatha realized the 
move he was about to make— 

“Merlin!” she screamed. 

Scims shot off Japeth’s arm for the child— 

A big, hairy hand caught them and crushed them to slime. 

Hort’s man-wolf glowered at the Snake. 

“No one touches the kid,” he snarled. 

Hort turned his gaze on Agatha. “Go.” 


Agatha read his intent. She sprinted for the rip in the sky, the one Japeth 
had come through, Merlin hastily arranging a ladder of clouds for her to get 
there. The Snake would chase her to win the second test. Her friends would 
be spared— 

But Hort had no intention of the Snake chasing Agatha. He had no 
intention of the Snake leaving his cloud alive. Hort slapped Japeth hard in 
the face, sending the Snake flying backwards. “That’s for the Sheriff.” He 
slapped him again. “That’s for Lancelot.” He smacked him more. “And this 
is for Dovey and Dean Brunhilde and Millicent and Betty and Robin and 
Tink and your lying, sack-of-crap brother.” Blood gushed from Japeth’s 
mouth, Hort’s wolf cuffing him to the edge of the cloud. 

Agatha was almost at the portal. She glanced back— 

Hort reached his paw and snatched a star out of the sky, its silver point 
as keen as a knife. “And this one... .” He raised it over Japeth’s pale chest. 
“This one’s for me.” 

He stabbed it down— 

“Hort, watch out!” Agatha yelled. 

A single scim flew off Japeth’s neck, slipping between Hort’s fingers. 
He dropped the star in shock, the eel aiming straight for his eyeball, about 
to gouge it through— 

It stopped short. 

Because there was a pink flare to Japeth’s throat. 

Sophie stood behind the Snake, her hand against the scimless flesh on 
Japeth’s neck, a six-year-old wizard having stealthily snuck her cloud 
behind his. 

Agatha blanched. No, no, no, no. She turned back, jumping downwards 
to rescue her best friend from sure death, but Merlin magically swerved 
Agatha’s cloud higher. 

Japeth withstood Sophie’s grip, her glow hot against his skin. “I 
remember how you and I first met,” he said. “We were in a room. Our 
bodies this close. You thought I was Rafal. You thought I was a ghost, come 
back to be with you . . . Fitting, isn’t it?” He leaned back, whispering into 
her ear. “Now it’s you who’ ll be the ghost.” 

The eel at Hort’s eye reversed like a missile, cutting across the cloud, 
skimming Japeth’s body, about to rip into Sophie’s neck— 

“You need me,” Sophie said sharply. 

The eel stalled midair. 


“You need me as your queen.” Sophie spoke crisply, unafraid. “That’s 
how you become the One True King. A pen told you that. Marry me and 
only then can the power be yours. The power to bring back your real true 
love. That’s why you don’t know whether to wed me or kill me. Kill me and 
you can’t claim the powers you seek. Kill me and you’ll never have your 
precious Aric again. And yet, leave me alive and I will kill you. So I’ll give 
you one chance. Surrender the tournament. Tell the Woods that Tedros is 
the true king. Or... you can fight for your Aric and die. So what is it, 
Japeth? What do you choose? Love ... or life?” 

Agatha saw Japeth hesitate, the scim in front of Sophie wavering. 

Then, slowly, it settled back into his body. 

The Celestium was quiet, all eyes on Sophie and the Snake. 

Japeth spoke, his voice soft. “I choose...” 

He went slack in Sophie’s arms. 

“Love.” 

He broke free and sprinted across his cloud, kicking against Hort’s 
chest, running up the man-wolf like a wall and vaulting high for Agatha, the 
Snake blacking out the moon like an eclipse, scims flying off him too fast 
for Agatha or Merlin or anyone to stop. 

Agatha thrust out her hands in terror, eel tips grazing every part of her— 

Then a scream. 

A scream so terrible and piercing that it shattered the scims to pieces 
against Agatha’s skin. Agatha quailed, fingers in her ears. So did Merlin 
and Hort and all the knights, defending themselves against the sound. 

Only one was powerless. 

Japeth crashed down in front of Sophie, the exposed flesh of his torso 
tightening against his ribs, cracking at the edges. 

Sophie screamed louder, lording over him, fists clenched like stones, 
eyes pooling with blood, her veins throbbing red. 

The Snake crumpled at her feet. 

Sophie screamed with the power of a thousand lives, mist rising into her 
pupils, as if her whole body might burst into flames. 

Blood spilled from Japeth’s ears and nose, his skin flaying off his bones. 

Agatha watched, shell-shocked. 

He was dying. 

The Snake was dying. 

Sophie was killing him. 


Not to save Camelot or make Tedros king. 

But for her. 

For Agatha. 

Evil fueled by love. 

Real love. 

Japeth curled to a fetal ball, blood pooling under him. Sophie’s scream 
only got louder— 

Agatha’s heart lifted. 

They had won. 

The story finished as it began. 

No prince needed. 

Two souls, bonded forever. 

Two friends, at the End of Ends. 

Two girls, the One True King. 

Butthen... 

Sophie’s scream stopped. 

She clutched at her throat, as if she couldn’t breathe. 

Agatha, too, couldn’t find air. She heard her friends choking, wheezing 


The Celestium. 

They’d been up here too long. 

In a flash, the purple sky began to vanish, like a scene being erased. 

She felt a blast of hot, thick air . . . smelled the dry, dune dust... 

The desert. They were going back to the desert— 

Except Japeth was still moving. 

Japeth was still alive! 

Sophie looked at Agatha in horror. She tried to force out a scream, to 
gasp a fatal blow— 

Too late. 

The Snake looked up at them with his last ounce of life... 

Then the sky and everyone in it was gone. 


SAND WHIPPED AGATHA’S face, her feet back on the ground. She couldn’t 
see, the dust storm too strong to yield more than glimpses of ink-blue night. 
But she smelled tones of lavender and vanilla, swirling somewhere near. 
“Sophie?” she croaked, her throat filling with dust. “Are you there?” 
A warm hand gripped her wrist. 


The two girls endured the punishing wind, palms at their faces, until all 
at once the storm dispersed. They lowered their hands from sand-caked 
cheeks. 

“Agatha?” a boy’s voice called. 

The last veils of sand swept away, revealing her prince and his mother, 
standing in the open desert, the Cave of Wishes disappeared. 

Tedros smiled at Agatha—then his eyes flared. “Wait . . . you’re not 
supposed to be here!” He glimpsed the cuts and welts on her arms and saw 
Sophie on the verge of tears. Behind the girls, the other knights were silent 
and shaken. Witches. Jacinda and Marian. Hort and Nicola. Merlin, too. 

“Where’s Dean Brunhilde? Where’s Nightwind?” Tedros questioned. 
“This isn’t what we planned. You were to hide in the Celestium until I made 
my wishes and called Merl—” 

“He got in, Tedros,” said Agatha. 

Tedros blinked. “What? Who?” 

“The Snake,” she said. “He got in.” 

Shouts echoed in the distance. 

Tedros turned sharply to the north. Miles downhill, the twin armies of 
Shazabah and Camelot were circling around. Agatha’s heart stopped. The 
Snake’s men must have ridden on when she and her friends disappeared . . . 
but now they’d been spotted. Camels and horses thundered back towards 
them. 

“Tedros?” Sophie rasped. 

The prince tracked her gaze in the opposite direction. 

From the south came a lone figure in the night. 

Limping, blood-soaked, his blue-and-gold suit shredded. 

Japeth picked up his sword from the sand. 

Then he set his sights on Agatha. 

“At the ready!” Queen Jacinda called. 

Her knights fanned out, covering Agatha and her prince from the north, 
while Tedros shielded his princess from the south. Sophie rushed to 
Agatha’s side, trying to summon another scream, but mustered only a 
hacking cough. She lit her fingerglow, but it, too, was weak. Hort’s wolf 
snatched Sophie onto his back. “Put me down!” Sophie demanded. “And 
watch you die? Not a chance,” said Hort. Behind them, a pink beetle 
scampered to Uma’s piled clothes and instantly reverted to the lithe 
princess, who joined with the knights. 


The Snake and his armies closed in, Agatha suffering a dark sense of 
deja vu. 

“How could Japeth find the Celestium? He’s not a wizard!” Tedros 
pressed her. “And why isn’t Brunhilde with you—” The prince went rigid, 
reading his princess’s grief. “I don’t understand. I sent you all there to be 
safe. Until I could finish the plan to beat him. The second half of the 
plan...” 

But Agatha knew better. 

Death cared nothing about plans. 

The Snake moved across sand like a shadow, picking up speed, what 
strength he had left focused on killing her. Behind them, two armies 
swarmed the knights, faster, faster, about to smash through them— 

Six dunes erupted under the Snake’s armies like volcanos—camels 
buried in sand, now launching to their feet. Familiar camels. Faithful 
camels, who’d had their own plan to help their friends. The camels jammed 
straight into the stampede, bleating calls of alarm, sending enemy steeds 
bucking in confusion. Instantly, Shazabah camels and Camelot horses began 
dumping their riders and fleeing to the north. In the chaos, Tedros’ knights 
saw their chance and escaped south. “Hurry, Aggie!” Sophie yelled as Hort 
wolfed her away— 

Agatha grabbed Tedros, but her prince didn’t move. 

He was still watching Japeth, stalking right at them. Tedros gripped 
Agatha’s palm. “Whatever you do, don’t let go of my hand.” 

Her prince faced the Snake dead-on. 

Tedros had no weapon. 

He had no defense. 

Whatever his plan to beat Japeth, it couldn’t work. 

Tedros felt her resisting. “Trust me, Agatha.” 

Agatha knew she should. That was Arthur’s test. To trust his son with 
her life. But she couldn’t. Not like this. “We have to run!” she fought, 
pulling Tedros away. 

Her prince held her in place. “Trust me.” 

Japeth started sprinting at them. 

“He’ll kill us, Tedros!” Agatha cried. “We have no move to make!” 

“Except this one,” said her prince. 

Tedros pulled something from his coat. Agatha anticipated a dagger, a 
sword— 


Instead, the prince produced a dirty mirror. 

“That's your plan?” Agatha gasped. 

“Consider it a detour,” said Tedros. 

Japeth raised his sword to kill them. Both of them— 

Tedros flashed the glass at the Snake. 

Moonlight reflected between Japeth's eyes, his startled face caught 
squarely in the mirror. 

Then Agatha felt herself falling, her prince’s arms wrapped around her, 
like two rabbits down a hole. 


TEDROS 
Snake Eyes 


“Where are we?” Agatha asked. 

Tedros couldn’t see anything, his arms still around his princess. There 
was no sun-gold light this time. They’d fallen straight into darkness before 
sliding into dry, scratchy earth. It smelled oily and rank, like fish gone bad. 

“We’re inside his secrets,” said Tedros. 





Agatha pulled away. “What?” 

She sparked her glow, casting it around— 

They were in a tunnel. 

Made of scims. 

The ceiling, the floor, the walls . . . all of it was a mass of dead, 
desiccated eels, black and briny, packed like mulch. 

Tedros rose, shining his own glow behind them. No visions or clues. No 
window into the Snake’s heart. Just more endless tunnels. More darkness 
and scims. 

Is something wrong with the mirror? Tedros worried. Did it not work 
outside the cave? Was that the genie’s revenge? Trapping them inside 
someone else, with no way out? A someone else that just happened to be 
their nemesis? 

“How are we inside his secrets?” said Agatha, still in a fog. 

“A magic mirror I picked up from the genie’s cave,” Tedros said 
quickly, masking his panic, trying not to tell his princess that he just locked 
them inside the Snake’s soul. “Supposed to show you a person's greatest 
secrets. Things they want to hide.” 

“Supposed to?” Agatha said, eyes narrowing. 

“Like it showed me the genie’s secret word to escape his cave, and it 
showed me my mother so happy with Lancelot that she never really wanted 
me back in her life,” Tedros rambled. “Explains a lot, actually—” 

“But where are his secrets, then?” Agatha pressed. “According to you, 
we’re supposed to be seeing the Snake’s, but there’s nothing here.” 

Tedros swallowed. “Right.” 

“So how do we get out?” 

“Uh... not sure.” 

Agatha waited for him to say something else. 

He didn’t. 

Her cheeks flushed, as if about to unleash on him, for his foolishness, 
for his failure to think through things, a big, fat I-told-you-so speech that 
she surely was holding in about his impetuousness and poor instincts and all 
his other shortcomings as a man, the same speech Tedros had waited so 
tensely for his dad to give him before he died, the speech that never came, 
but instead lived in the prince’s own head day after day, now at last to be 
spoken out loud by his princess. . . 

Instead, Agatha smiled at him. “Still alive, aren’t we?” 


Tedros watched her sleuth around the cave. “How did you see your 
mother’s secrets?” she asked. 

“They were just there, clear as day—” 

Her gaze fixed past him. “What’s that?” 

Somewhere, at the end of the darkness, a tiny green light beamed. 

Agatha moved towards it, but Tedros cut her off. “Stay behind me.” 

His princess hesitated, then followed. Tedros could hear her holding her 
breath. If there was one thing about Agatha, she really didn’t like being led. 

“The others,” she panicked. “They’re still up there—” 

“When I went in the mirror before, I returned without losing time. The 
Same way time stops in the Celestium. Which means our friends are safe as 
long as we’re here. Speaking of which, Japeth looked like he’d been boiled 
to a pulp. Your doing?” 

“Sophie’s. He tried to kill me .. . and she screamed.” 

Tedros simmered. That Japeth tried to kill Agatha and he wasn’t there to 
save her, leaving Sophie to do the job. . . He forced a light tone. “Vintage 
move! Not surprised she still had it in her. Once a witch, always a witch. 
Wonder what would happen if we went inside Sophie’s secrets. Better not. 
Might find out she’s still in love with me.” 

“She’d rather marry Japeth.” There was no levity in Agatha’s voice. 
Instead, she looked crestfallen. “We were so close to killing him, Tedros. To 
all of this being over.” 

“Tt wouldn’t be The End, even if you did,” said the prince. “Killing 
Japeth might have made you the hero, Agatha. You and Sophie. But it 
wouldn’t have made me king. You said it yourself at the palace. I need 
people to believe I’m the Lion. There’s only two ways to do that: win the 
tournament or expose Japeth as a fake. Thought I could win the tournament, 
but I’m trapped at the second test. So we need to expose Japeth. To make 
him give up the throne. That’s the plan the knights and I came up with. But 
maybe there’s an easier way .. . Which is why I brought us here, inside his 
secrets. Hoping to find the secret that can show the Woods who he really 
is.” 

“Makes sense,” said Agatha flatly. 

“What are you really thinking?” Tedros asked. 

“Both of us are being fools, thinking there’s an easy way out. Your 
father made the tournament for a reason. He wants you to finish the tests, 
not find some way around them.” 


“But I can’t get past the second test—” 

“Why would your father make a test you can’t pass?” Agatha pushed. 
“You who he gave his ring to? You, his true heir?” 

Tedros thought about this. “What if these tests aren’t just meant to prove 
I’m king? What if they’re meant to make me a better king than my dad? 
The first test was about the Green Knight. Why? To learn there were two 
Japeths and a connection between them, yes. That strange vision of Evelyn 
you saw in the pearl. But the test was more than that: to see that the Green 
Knight was one of my dad’s mistakes. He lost his brother to anger and 
pride. He lost Merlin too. He knew I could be just as angry and prideful, 
like when I refused to hear the story of the Green Knight. He feared my 
emotions would get the best of me. So the test was a lesson. Swallowing 
Merlin’s beard meant swallowing my pride and letting the grudges against 
my father go. It meant accepting him as fallible and forgiving him for it. 
The first test of being a good king.” 

“Only I messed it all up,” said Agatha. 

“Did you?” said Tedros. “Or did Dad want the second test to be about 
you? Maybe Dad had a glimpse of the future, like you and Sophie guessed. 
The more I think about it, the more I think he wanted to put you to the test. 
The next Queen of Camelot. Because Dad chose the wrong one. My mother 
ruined him and nearly brought down the kingdom. Everything that’s gone 
wrong in Dad’s story can be traced to the Guinevere Mistake. Dad wanted 
her to die for the pain she caused him. He even put a death warrant on her 
head. Not because he truly wanted her to die. Because he wanted her to 
come back to him. That death warrant was his last cry of love. So now he’s 
putting the same warrant on your head. Daring us to find a way out. Maybe 
this is his way of forgiving my mother—if I can learn from her sins. If I 
choose the right queen because of her. That’s why I think Dad moved the 
bounty to you. To test our love. To redeem Guinevere. To finish his and my 
mother’s story.” 

Tedros exhaled. “Only I have no idea how. Which is why we’re inside a 
Snake, looking for something to help us.” He walked taller, his voice 
steeling. “But we will win somehow. I promised you that from the 
beginning. You are the queen, Agatha. My queen. We’re unbreakable in a 
way Arthur and Guinevere never were. Which means we’re not going to die 
from this. We’re going to come out stronger.” 


He waited for her to say something. When she didn’t, he looked back at 
her, silhouetted in their twin gold glows, his princess quiet and thoughtful, 
her head bowed. She clasped his hand, letting him lead her. Soon, their 
glows faded, neither able to sustain them. But the green light paved the 
way, throbbing bigger, brighter ahead, like an emerald in a mine. 

“Your wishes,” Agatha remembered. “What did you ask the genie for?” 

“Powers,” said Tedros vaguely, still feeling the genie’s magic pulsing in 
his blood. 

“Powers that can help us?” Agatha probed. 

Tedros didn’t answer. Because he didn’t know the answer. The genie’s 
powers wouldn’t last much longer. Would they work against the Snake 
when the time came? Tedros still had doubts about the Knights’ plan. 
Which is why he needed to find something here fast . . . something else to 
use against Japeth... 

“Suppose he can see us?” said Agatha, eyeing the glow ahead. “Suppose 
he knows we’re in his secrets?” 

“We’re safe here,” Tedros reminded. “It isn’t real.” 

“I thought the same thing when I went into Rhian’s blood,” she pointed 
out. “Japeth saw us, remember? Almost killed me and Sophie.” 

The blood crystal, Tedros thought. It was inside Rhian’s blood that 
Agatha had learned that Rhian and Japeth were Arthur’s sons with Evelyn 
Sader. 

And yet... 

“What about Japeth’s blood?” Tedros mulled. “To get into the 
Celestium, he had to have wizard’s blood. There’s no other way in.” 

“But how could Japeth have wizard’s blood?” Agatha asked. “Rhian’s 
blood said he and Japeth are Arthur and Evelyn’s sons. Neither parent is a 
wizard or sorcerer. There must be another explanation.” 

“Like what?” 

“How could Rhian pull Excalibur the first time? Why did the Lady of 
the Lake kiss Japeth, thinking he was the king? Why did Rhian have a 
fingerglow and not his brother? Why did I see Evelyn Sader in the pearl? 
There’s so many questions without explanations, Tedros. As if we not only 
have the story wrong, but don’t even know the story at all—” 

Tedros stalled, Agatha bumping into him. 

“What is it?” his princess said. Then she stiffened. “There’s . . . two?” 


Two green balls of light, as big as globes, each a distance from the 
other. 

Which meant the tunnel had to have gotten wider while they were 
walking. 

A lot wider. 

Slowly, the prince and princess shined their glows. 

Tedros’ blood ran cold. 

They weren’t lights. 

They were eyes. 

A colossal black snake glared right at them, as big as a whale, floating 
over a pit of dead scims that extended infinitely in every direction, like the 
darkest of nights. 

Agatha recoiled, expecting it to attack— 

But the snake didn’t move. 

It was at once alive and dead, green eyes glowing, its mouth wide open 
around knife-sharp teeth, but otherwise lifeless in midair, as if frozen in 
time. 

There was nothing else in sight. 

Nowhere else to go. 

This was where the mirror had led them. 

Which meant they had only one choice. 

Tedros took a deep breath. 

“No, don’t!” Agatha choked. 

But her prince was already climbing into its mouth. 


IT WAS SURPRISINGLY cool inside, the air crisp and dry, the passage ink-black. 
Tedros tried to light his fingerglow, but it didn’t work this time. Neither did 
Agatha’s apparently; he heard her dress rip as she stumbled over the snake’s 
bottom teeth, his princess mumbling un-princess-like words, before she 
found Tedros in the dark. 

“Magic must not work in here,” he said. 

“Maybe because we are inside a snake’s mouth. Why are we inside a 
snake’s mouth!” 

Tedros squinted ahead. “To find that.” 

Deep inside the snake, the prince spotted something blocking their path. 

A door. 


He led her closer, the door growing sharper in its details, smooth and 
luminescent, as if under a spotlight. But it was only when they came within 
a few feet of it and spotted the lion pattern on the moldings, the distinctive 
orange-gold of the knob, that Tedros and his princess both realized 
something. 

“White Tower,” said Agatha, glancing at her prince. “Isn’t this what the 
doors look like?” 

Exactly like this, Tedros thought. The White Tower, where Tedros rarely 
ventured in his time at Camelot’s castle, whether during his father’s reign or 
his own. There was no reason to: it was mainly staff quarters and storage. 
But there was one room in the White Tower that Tedros knew well. A room 
that kept pulling him back, like a ghost out of a grave. A room where all the 
darkness in this story had been born. And as Tedros turned the knob, 
moving deeper into the Snake’s secrets, he was quite sure this was the room 
he was about to enter... 

He opened the door. 

Immediately he smelled the familiar thick, unwashed scent. 

The Guest Room. 

That strange suite his father had built soon after he became king. It was 
a room for visiting friends, his father would tell him as a child, but Arthur 
never used it for guests as far as Tedros knew. Arthur hadn’t even let maids 
in this room (hence the smell), nor his wife or son. Indeed, only Arthur had 
the key to it. And Lady Gremlaine, Tedros remembered. She’d had a key 
too, since her private quarters adjoined this one. In later years, Tedros’ 
father would lock himself in here during his drunken hazes, but it never 
explained why he’d built the room in the first place. Tedros himself had 
only been inside a few times since his father died, and each time, it gave 
him a dark, seedy feeling. 

Except the room was different now, Tedros realized. 

The brown-and-orange rug was bright and fairly new, the leather sofa 
fresh and unstained, the beige walls unblemished. There was even a brass 
flowerpot in the corner, with blooming seedlings— 

“Tedros?” Agatha rasped. 

He followed her eyes to the bed in the corner. 

Someone was sleeping on it. 

A young man with gold curls, rosy cheeks, and a coat of light, patchy 
stubble. For a moment, Tedros thought he was looking at himself . . . then 


saw the man was taller, ganglier, and at least a few years older... 

The prince’s eyes flared. “Dad?” 

He moved past Agatha, thrusting a hand out for the young Arthur, but it 
went straight through, as if Tedros was a phantom. King Arthur remained 
asleep. 

Tedros could see Agatha’s fists tighten, her throat bobbing, and only 
then did he understand. 

“This is it, isn’t it?” Tedros said, tensing. “The scene you saw in Rhian’s 
blood.” 

Voices rose from next door. 

Lady Gremlaine’s room. 

“That’s them,” said Agatha. “Lady Gremlaine and Evelyn Sader. 
They’re about to come in.” 

And indeed, now Tedros could hear Gremlaine’s voice on the other side 
of the wall— 

“Only Arthur and I have the keys,” she was saying. “When he came 
from school with that tramp, acting like she was already queen, I tried to 
leave. He begged me to stay. Built this room as a place for us to meet 
without Guinevere knowing.” 

A secret door in the wall pushed open, two figures entering from Lady 
Gremlaine’s room. Tedros broke into a cold sweat. Agatha had already 
described this scene to him, but now it was real, the prince witnessing the 
younger Grisella Gremlaine in lavender robes, her tan face unlined, brown 
hair loose to her shoulders. At her side was a hooded figure in a black 
cloak, gripping a knotted piece of rope in her hand. A rope that looked like 
it was made out of human flesh. 

The spansel, Tedros thought. 

Beneath the hood, he could make out Evelyn Sader’s forest-green eyes, 
glinting like a snake’s. 

Nausea coated the prince’s throat. 

“I put hemp oil in his drink like you told me to,” Lady Gremlaine said 
to Evelyn. “Fell straight to sleep.” 

“We must move quickly, then,” said Evelyn, holding out the rope. 
“Place this spansel around his neck.” 

Lady Gremlaine swallowed. “And then Pll have his child?” 

“That is the power of the spansel,” Evelyn replied. “Use it and you will 
be pregnant with King Arthur’s heir long before Guinevere marries him.” 


Tedros felt light-headed, hardly able to listen. 

The Evils of the present were seeded in the past. This past. Right here, 
in this room. 

He looked up to see Lady Gremlaine standing over his father as he 
slept, her shoulders stiff, her lips quivering. 

With a choked gasp, she spun to Evelyn and grabbed the rope into her 
hands. Her shadow stretched over the sleeping king, her fingers firm on the 
spansel. She stared down at Arthur, cheeks pink, breaths rushed, her thirst 
for him fighting the sin of what she was about to do. Fingers shaking, she 
reached the spansel for his neck. 

Tedros averted his eyes, even if he knew how this played out. The idea 
that this was happening at all... that Lady Gremlaine and Evelyn Sader 
were in cahoots . . . that Grisella Gremlaine, his father’s once-steward and 
lifelong friend, had drugged him asleep and wanted to have his child— 

“I can’t,” she whispered. 

Tedros looked back at her. 

“I can’t do it,” Lady Gremlaine sobbed. “I can’t betray him like this. I 
love him too much.” 

She dropped the spansel and fled the room. 

Tedros exhaled . . . until Evelyn Sader picked the spansel up. 

His blood rushed so hard he could feel it in his teeth. 

“I won't watch this,” he said to Agatha, spinning for the door from 
which they came. “We have to leave—” 

“This is where the Snake’s secrets led us, Tedros,” said his princess, not 
moving. She held him in place the way he’d held her when the Snake 
charged them across the desert. Each one strong for the other when they 
needed it. 

Tedros let her hold him, his legs steadying. Slowly, he lifted his eyes to 
Evelyn, pulling back her hood, the spansel pinched between red-painted 
nails, as she skulked towards Tedros” father. She had Rhian's tan and 
Japeth's cold leer, so clearly their mother, Tedros could see now. She smiled 
down at the sleeping king. Then Evelyn hooked the spansel around Arthur’s 
neck... 

“This is where the scene ends,” Agatha told Tedros. “It disconnects here 


„ 


Only it didn’t this time. 


The scene continued, Evelyn releasing her hands from the spansel, 
leaving it noosed on the sleeping king’s throat. 

Arthur’s eyes opened. 

They fixed upon Evelyn Sader, his big blue pools brimming with lust. 

Agatha pulled away from Tedros, her face pale. 

“What’s happening?” said the prince, watching his father and Evelyn 
draw close. 

“I—I—I don’t know,” Agatha sputtered. “I didn’t see this!” 

Tedros wanted to rip the spansel off his father’s neck, to fight the 
horrors of the enchanted rope, but he was as powerless to stop its magic as 
his father had been— 

From behind Tedros came a whirl of motion, flying past the prince, 
swinging something down— 

Straight into Evelyn’s head. 

She fell without a sound, onto the startled king, before she slumped to 
the floor, unconscious. 

Arthur looked up at Lady Gremlaine, hunched over Evelyn’s crumpled 
body, a brass flowerpot in her hands. 

Her eyes spilled tears, her face ghost-white. “I didn’t know . . . I didn’t 
know what she was doing... I had to stop her... .” 

Arthur looked startled for a moment, like a child shaken from sleep. 
Then his gaze set upon Lady Gremlaine, kindling with the same lust he’d 
just had for Evelyn— 

Lady Gremlaine yanked the spansel off his neck. 

Instantly, Arthur snapped out of his trance. 

The young king gaped at his weeping steward . . . then at Evelyn on the 
floor. 

Arthur lurched off the bed, backing towards the door. “What’s 
happening!” he panted. “Guards! Guards!” 

“Arthur, II—I can explain,” Lady Gremlaine stammered. “It was m- 
m-me...I asked her for the spell . . . I—I—I’ll explain everything .. .” 

The color went out of Arthur’s cheeks, his eyes darting between his 
steward and the flesh rope and the stirring body on the carpet. “Grisella. . . 
‚ he breathed. “What have you done?” 

The room vanished, returning Tedros to the coolness of a dark passage, 
inside the body of a snake. His heart was leaping out of his ribs, his body 
vibrating with fear... horror... relief. 


He glimpsed his princess’s eyes shining through the dark with the same 
emotions. 

“Agatha... Arthur’s not his father.” 

“Or Evelyn his mother,” she said. 

Neither prince nor princess finished the thought they were both sharing, 
but it hung over them like a dagger. 

So who are his parents? 

“Tedros, look!” said Agatha. 

Ahead, an emerald flare of light blinded them. Then two. A new pair of 
eyes. Only these were moving, racing towards them like green fireballs, a 
black body attached. A snake within a snake, hissing and flashing massive 
fangs. Tedros grabbed Agatha to run, but it was coming too fast and too big 
to dodge. Tedros dove, sheltering his princess with his body. The snake 
swallowed them whole— 

Then it was muggy and hot, like a jungle in summer. 

They were in Sherwood Forest. 

Marian’s Arrow lay ahead, couched against lush, dewy trees, growing 
so wild that all the branches had wrangled around each other, giving only 
peeks of a red sunset. 

“Another secret,” said Agatha. “Something the Snake doesn’t want us to 
see.” 

“In Sherwood Forest?” said Tedros, dusting himself off. “What does 
Sherwood Forest have to do with the Snake?” 

Whistles and hoots echoed behind them, along with men’s chants— 


“To the three rings of marriage! 
The Engagement Ring, 

The Wedding Ring, 

and the Suffering!” 


Tedros and Agatha turned to see a parade of Merry Men, carrying a 
fresh-faced Arthur on their shoulders towards the Arrow, the young king 
wearing a donkey-skin cape and a paper crown with the word 
“BACHELOR” scrawled in red, while he gnawed on a charred turkey leg 
and responded with a chant of his own. 


“Guinevere, Guinevere, 


My heart, my love, my dear, 
These men are just jealous 
For life without you is hellish!” 


The men booed. 

“Can’t boo a king!” Arthur scoffed. 

“In Sherwood Forest, we boo any prat who deserves it, especially 
kings,” said the leader of the pack, boyish and muscular, with strawberry- 
blond hair and a dashing smile. Robin Hood, Tedros realized, handsome as 
ever, carrying young Arthur towards the Arrow. 

“It's your last night as a single man, Arthur!” Robin crowed. “Better 
make good use of it!” 

Tedros smiled, seeing his dad and Robin alive and together, a lump 
rising in the prince’s throat ... Agatha pulled him towards the pub. “Come 
on. Must be a reason we’re here.” 

Together, they piled into the Arrow. A boisterous party was at its peak, a 
dozen women to every sweaty, red-faced man, servers splashing beer and 
tipping plates of chicken wings, all those present chanting “LION! LION!” 
as soon as they spotted the king. A band of Sherwood fairies streamed 
through the window playing a jaunty tune on willow violins, whereby three 
Merry Men took to tabletops, danced a jig, and promptly fell off, before two 
more swung from the cheap chandelier with the same result. A gaggle of 
women crowded around a young Maid Marian in the comer, who gave 
Robin a cheeky grin, as if at once happy to see him and warning him away 
from other girls. He saluted Marian across the bar, like an obedient soldier. 

“Sheriff was in here earlier,” one of the servers whispered to Robin. 
“Thought he was here to make trouble, but he wanted to talk to Marian.” 

“About what?” 

“Tried to listen in. Something about Marian going to visit her folks for a 
few months in Ginnymill?” 

“Maidenvale. And yeah, I know. Leaving next week. Wait. Few 
months? Didn’t tell me that. What else?” 

“Sheriff said he wanted to visit her there.” 

Robin laughed. “Get your hearing checked, mate.” 

He strutted into the mob and swung an arm around Arthur, who was 
dancing poorly, a chicken wing in his mouth. Robin nodded towards 
Marian’ friends. “Fine flock of women, Your Highness.” 


But Arthur wasn’t looking at them. He was eyeing a woman at the bar, 
sitting alone, near a couple of brown-hooded Merry Men. A woman with 
long hair, tan skin, and a lavender dress. Arthur’s face tightened. “Excuse 
me,” he said, heading over to her. 

Robin shrugged. “Bring him a pub full of women and what do you 
know, goes for the one he already knows.” 

Tedros and Agatha were already huddling behind Arthur as he sat 
beside Lady Gremlaine, the prince and his princess listening close in the 
raucous pub. 

“What are you doing here, Grisella?” Arthur asked. 

His steward couldn’t look at him, her hand gripping a full glass of cider. 

Arthur exhaled. “I’m assuming you followed me—” 

She spun to face him, splashing her glass. “It’s been three months, 
Arthur. Three months you haven’t said a word to me. Every night I listen for 
the knock from the guest room and it never comes. And you won’t talk to 
me when you see me in the castle. What was I supposed to do?” 

Arthur drank from her cider. “Forgive me if I haven’t come knocking, 
Grisella. I don’t especially feel like going into that room.” 

“I know you hate me,” said Lady Gremlaine, reddening. “I know you’d 
have me jailed or punished or killed if you could without Guinevere finding 
out what I’ve done. That’s why you’re avoiding me. You’re trying to shame 
me out of the castle. To force me to run away. But I won’t. Not without 
trying to repair things between us.” 

“I don't hate you, Grisella. I just don’t know what to say to you,” said 
Arthur. He paused, looking at his hands. “There’s no ill will. Pm nothing 
but grateful. You’ve been my friend since I was six years old. When I was 
Wart and you were my Grizzle-Grazzle. You know me as I really am: 
flawed, restless, impetuous . . . and yet you never make me feel unworthy of 
my new place. If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t feel at home in that castle. I 
wouldn’t feel like myself, let alone a king. And if it wasn’t for you, that 
Sader witch would be pregnant with my heir, instead of deep in the Woods, 
wherever my guards dumped her. Told her if she came within a hundred 
miles of Camelot, she’d be shot full of arrows at first sight. Put out word to 
the Kingdom Council that she wasn’t to be allowed in their lands either. 
Quite quickly Evelyn Sader discovered she’s no longer welcome in these 
Woods. Hasn’t been seen since.” 


“But I was the one who brought Evelyn in! It was me who wanted to 
use that spell!” said Lady Gremlaine. “I wanted your child, Arthur. I was in 
love with you.” 

“And it’s my fault that you were,” Arthur sighed. “Because I loved you 
Grisella stared at him. “What?” 

“Boys are just better at hiding it,” Arthur said wryly. “I loved you 
before I even knew what love was. Maybe because deep down, you and I 
are the same: perfectly happy with a small, ordinary life, and yet fated for a 
life that’s neither of those things. Why do you think I wrote you every week 
during my years at school? Because you remind me of who I used to be and 
who I can’t be anymore. The real Arthur. You don’t know how much I 
missed you while I was gone, Grisella. How much I missed our old days, 
before I ever pulled that sword from the stone. Perhaps you sensed my love 
in those letters, because I sensed yours, growing stronger and stronger, and 
yet I kept writing you back—” A beer mug shattered somewhere, followed 
by a chorus of boos. Arthur took a deep breath. “But then I returned with 
Guinevere as my wife-to-be. How confused you must have been. Nearly 
four years of letters. Nearly four years of waiting for me. And then I arrive 
at the castle with a pretty, strong-willed Evergirl, who insults you in front of 
your staff at your very first meeting. No wonder you hated her. No wonder 
you hated each other. She must have known there were feelings between us. 
But it’s neither her fault, nor yours. It’s my fault for not telling you the 
truth.” 

“That you love her more,” Grisella said starkly. “That you don’t love me 
as you thought you did.” 

“That I cant love you,” the young king contended. “Now I’m the King 
of Camelot. The leader of our world. Whoever I marry doesn’t belong to 
me. She belongs to all the Woods. A queen who must play the part. A queen 
for the people.” 

“Which isn’t me,” Grisella admitted. 

“Which isn’t you,” Arthur agreed. “Guinevere is from the right family, 
the right upbringing. She was top of our class at the School for Good. You 
should have seen the way Everboys looked at her, Lancelot included. 
Everyone knew Gwen was meant to be a queen. I had to make her mine. 
Especially since there’s a good many people who aren’t sure of me as king. 
But with Guinevere, I look the part . . . like I deserved to pull Excalibur 


too. 


from the stone. Marrying her means I can start my reign the right way. 
She’s who my kingdom needs. She’s who I need.” 

“And do you love her?” Lady Gremlaine asked. 

“With her, I believe I’m a king,” Arthur answered. 

Grisella teared up. 

“Please don’t cry,” said Arthur. 

“You might be king, but I only see the boy I knew. You’re as pure a soul 
now as you were before,” Lady Gremlaine said softly. “Thank you, Arthur. 
For telling me the truth. For being so decent when I’ve been nothing but 
lying and deceitful.” 

“You’re guilty only of being human, Grisella. Something neither a king 
nor a queen is allowed to be,” said Arthur, touching her. “Your story isn’t 
over. You’ll find love one day.” 

Grisella shook her head. “Your story is mine, Arthur. You were my one 
love. Maybe I wasn’t worthy of you. But loving you was enough. The real 
you.” 

Arthur’s eyes misted. “It is I who am not worthy of you,” he spoke. “I 
chose Guinevere so that I can erase who I used to be. The Wart who was 
nothing, a nobody, completely insignificant. But you loved that Wart with 
your whole heart. The way I loved you. And tomorrow that boy will be 
gone for good. I only wish our story had a different ending. One that let us 
forever remember what we were to each other.” 

Arthur gazed deeply at her, lost in his thoughts. Grisella noticed his 
hand on hers, warm and soft. 

She sighed, pulling her palm away. “One last night as Wart and Grizzle- 
Grazzle. Better enjoy our time together.” 

Through the empty glass, she saw Arthur still watching her. 

“What?” she asked. 

“Is there somewhere we could go to talk?” he said. 

“We are talking.” 

Then she saw the look in his eyes. 

“Course there is, laddie!” Robin chimed, swooping in, shunting Arthur 
and Grisella out the front door. “Use my treehouse. Perfectly empty!” 

“Follow them! Hurry!” Agatha hastened Tedros, guiding him to the 
door, but the prince didn’t move. “Tedros, what are you wait—” 

But now Agatha saw what he did. 


A blue butterfly tailing behind Arthur and Gremlaine as they went into 
the forest. 

Slowly Tedros and Agatha turned, looking back in the direction from 
which the butterfly came. 

Those two strangers in the corner. The brown-hooded ones near where 
Grisella had been sitting. Tedros had thought them Merry Men. But now 
they slipped off their hoods, watching Arthur and Lady Gremlaine leave 
together. 

They weren’t Merry Men atall. 

“Funny what you see in Sherwood Forest,” drawled Evelyn Sader, eyes 
on the door. 

“Everyone here has their secrets,” her male companion replied. “It’s 
why both of us found our way here too. In Sherwood Forest, we’re all 
sinners.” 

He was thick and muscular, a few years older than the young Arthur. 
But that’s not what made Tedros recognize him. 

It was the green tint to his skin. 

As if Sir Japeth Kay had only begun his transformation into the Green 
Knight. 

“The spansel was her idea, of course. And now he acts like I’m the 
villain, while those two serpents cozy up,” Evelyn groused to Sir Japeth. 
“And to think they call him the Lion! I see a Snake, through and through. 
Had me banished from every kingdom, that coward. I managed to find a 
home at the School for Good and Evil—School Master doesn’t answer to 
Camelot—but ended up expelled from there too, thanks to my traitorous 
brother. For months, I skulked around in pits and caves, a homeless hag. 
And then to fall ill... terribly ill... and to be in my condition, while 
winter raged . . .” She shifted in her chair, looking uncomfortable. “If it 
wasn’t for you, coming upon me and shepherding me here, I’d have been 
food for rats.” 

“Was on my way here anyway after leaving Camelot myself,” Sir Japeth 
admitted. “And truth be told, you offered me friendship at a time when I 
had none.” 

“Two fair souls, equally cursed,” Evelyn cracked. 

“We do share a bit in common,” Sir Japeth remarked. “Betrayed by our 
families. Forced to watch our brothers steal our fate. Our glory. And they 
say the Storian is balanced! Bah. The Pen favors them with impunity and 


leaves us to rot. No wonder our brothers fight to protect it. When there is no 
other pen to fight for the likes of us.” 

“August and Arthur. Even their names sound alike, dripping with self- 
importance,” Evelyn mocked. “No doubt they’ll be bosom buddies soon 
enough. August finds every way to suck up to power.” 

“And to think, all that power blessed on a wart,” Sir Japeth said grimly, 
as Evelyn’s butterfly spy returned from the forest, whispering to the Dean. 
“If only there was a way to humble them both . . .” He sighed ruefully. 
“Sherwood Forest, home of outcasts and dreamers.” 

But now Evelyn’s face was changing, the butterfly at her ear... 

“My dear Sir Japeth . . . ,” she said, peering up at him. “Perhaps there is 
a way.” 

She slipped open her hood, letting her tiny spy flit back into her dress of 
blue butterflies, nestling amongst the ones near her stomach— 

Tedros’ eyes bulged. 

Agatha choked. 

She was pregnant. 

Evelyn Sader was pregnant. 

“Yes ... there might be a way after all... ,” she mused, thinking it 
over. 

She whispered to Sir Japeth, who cocked a brow, listening. 

“Oh, how I love your wicked little mind,” he said, when she finished. 
“And the surest sign yet that you’ve returned to full health.” 

“I have only you to thank, Sir Japeth,” Evelyn pointed out. “You could 
have left me to die. Instead, you’ve given my child a path to a throne. The 
throne of a king who hurt us both.” 

“And you’ve given me a chink in my brother’s armor,” said Sir Japeth. 

“Sounds like we both have work to do, then,” said Evelyn. “Our time 
together may soon be at an end.” 

“Wherever our travels take us, know that you’ll always have a knight at 
your service,” said Sir Japeth. 

“My Green Knight,” Evelyn anointed him. “My child will know your 
story.” 

“Then let me bless it with all the love I have left.” Sir Japeth put his 
hand on her pregnant belly. Evelyn closed her eyes. For the briefest of 
moments, her skin tinged green, before it restored milky smooth. Her eyes 
fluttered open. 


“The Green Knight . . . I quite like that... ,” Sir Japeth said. “You've 
given me a name, my lady. Perhaps I can give your child mine?” 

Evelyn smiled back at him. “Perhaps.” 

The lights in the bar went out, plunging Tedros and Agatha into 
darkness. 

Crisp air chilled Tedros’ skin. He could smell the oily hollow of the 
serpent, he and his princess returned inside its body. Agatha’s eyes pierced 
through the dark. 

“So the Snake is Evelyn Sader’s child,” she said, with certainty. “Only 
not her child with Arthur.” 

“He’s the son of Sir Kay and Evelyn,” Tedros agreed. “Explains the 
connection between the Green Knight and the Snake. And the vision you 
saw in the pearl. Plus, Sir Kay and Arthur were brothers. If Sir Kay was 
their father, Rhian and Japeth would have had Arthur’s blood. It explains 
everything—” 

“No it doesn’t. Kay and Arthur were foster brothers, remember? They 
weren’t related by blood,” said Agatha, the confidence in her voice fading. 
“Lady of the Lake wouldn’t have mistaken Kay’s blood for Arthur’s. And it 
doesn’t explain how Japeth would have wizard’s blood to get into the 
Celestium. And Evelyn’s tone with him . . . she called it ‘my’ child, not 
‘our’ child—” 

“We have our proof Japeth isn’t my father’s son, Agatha. We have the 
Snake’s secrets. All of them,” Tedros disputed. “We can use them against 
him. We just need a way out of here—” 

“Tedros?” Agatha said. 

“What?” 

Then he caught the green glow reflecting in her pupils. 

Slowly, Tedros turned. 

Just in time to see a new snake about to swallow them. 


CRIES OF A baby. 

Two babies. 

That’s what they heard first, suspended in a wash of white, before the 
scene filled in, like the Storian inking a page. 

On a rumpled bed, stuffed in the corner of a cluttered one-room house, 
Evelyn Sader swaddled her twin boys in her arms, the Dean’s face ashen 
and sweat-soaked, the sheets around her stained with blood. The babies 


were almost identical; one had a rosier complexion, with sea-green eyes, the 
other milky pale, his eyes ice-blue. A woman with long gray hair bent over 
her—the midwife, Tedros assumed—patting her forehead dry and wrapping 
the boys in fresh blankets. 

“Is he coming?” Evelyn said weakly. 

“Soon,” said one of two more midwives in the corner, rinsing bloody 
towels and boiling tea, both of whom had the same stringy gray hair, high 
foreheads, and— 

Tedros balked. 

“Mistral Sisters,” Agatha said, her eyes shifting between the three 
women, who looked just as old nearly two decades into the past as they did 
in the present. 

What were they doing here? Tedros wondered. As far as he knew, 
Evelyn Sader and the Mistral Sisters had never crossed paths .. . 

“I need to see him,” Evelyn insisted, trying to soothe the paler boy, who 
was wailing, while the ruddier boy smiled and cooed on her arm. “You 
promised he’d come.” 

“Patience,” said the Mistral named Alpa. 

“You did a wise thing writing us,” said Bethna. “Your brother, August, 
has spent years maligning our efforts to find the One True King, who can 
bring the Storian’s reign to an end. We’ve had few allies in our search. Even 
our own brother doesn’t believe the One True King exists, despite his 
continued efforts to control the Storian.” 

“But now we can all work together for the same goal,” hissed Omeida 
next to her, pouring a cup of smoky tea. She brought it to Evelyn. “Drink 
this, dear. It will give you strength to nurse them.” She held it to Evelyn’s 
lips and the Dean took a sip, still trying to calm the pallid, unruly child. 

“They’ll be safe here in Foxwood, won’t they?” Evelyn asked, 
anxiously cuddling the newborns. “Couldn’t stay in Sherwood anymore. 
Too many high-ranking leaders coming in and out. Needed a place where 
we could blend in. Especially with two.” 

“No surprise that you’d have twins,” Omeida chuckled. “They run in the 
family, after all.” 

“Have you given any thought to their names?” said Alpa. 

“T have,” a voice said. 

A man’s voice. 

Tedros’ heart stopped. 


A voice he knew. 

Slowly the prince and Agatha turned to a shadow in the doorway. 
Behind him, an empty street of cottages swirled with autumn leaves, as if 
he’d arrived by wind. He glided inside the house, hooded silver robes 
billowing over his slender frame. A silver mask covered his face except for 
puckish blue eyes and full lips, pulled into an impish smile. 

“No... way...,” Agatha gasped. 

His eyes flicked to the prince and princess, as if even from the past, he 
seemed to know that they were standing there. 

“Hello, Evelyn,” he said, his focus turning to her twins, his lithe fingers 
touching the head of the pale, crying child. Instantly its wails ceased. “Two 
boys. Imagine that.” 

“Past is Present and Present is Past,” said Evelyn, peering up at him. 

“Indeed.” The man’s eyes moved to the rosy, genial child. “But you 
only need one to complete your plan. Let me take this one to school. Spare 
him the indignity of growing up in Foxwood. Hello, little cub. Should we 
make you an official student?” He put his finger to the boy’s, as if to unlock 
a spell, and the child’s fingertip suddenly glowed gold, alive with magic. 
“Sweet nature .. . dashing smile .. . and now he has a fingerglow too... 
My precocious Everboy, soon to walk the halls of Honor Tower. Proof I’m 
as Good as people think.” He winked at the child. 

“I know you well enough to know you're joking,” said Evelyn, though 
she pulled the boy closer to her, out of his grasp. “If I was still a teacher at 
your school, you would have the right to see them whenever you wish. Your 
school that took me in when Arthur banished me from the Woods. You 
saved me in a time of need. You, my true love. But then my brother 
convinced you I wasn t your true love. And you listened to that lying fool, 
expelling me like I was nothing, despite my loyalty to you . . . Well, disown 
me and you disown my children too. After today, you will never see them 
again. Nor me.” 

The man’s eyes twinkled through his mask. “And yet, a part of me lives 
inside you forever .. .” He pulled aside the bedsheets and put a hand to her 
chest, a subtle blue glow lighting up at the heart of her butterfly dress. “I 
never questioned your sincerity, Evelyn. I believe you loved me. Yet I also 
believe your brother: that I will love someone more in years to come. Even 
so, I can’t discount the possibility that you are right. It’s why I imparted a 
piece of my soul into you before I expelled you from school. And if you are 


correct that you are my true love and that August Sader will destroy me... 
then one day you will use that piece of my soul to bring me back to life. 
Wouldn’t that be something? You and me together again.” He looked down 
at the boys. “This time, a family.” 

Evelyn stared at the masked man, their eyes meeting, and for a brief 
moment, her face blushed with hope. Then she hardened, drawing away. 
“Go and make your own family. I almost died in the Woods because you 
betrayed me. Because you threw me out like Arthur did. If it wasn’t for a 
kind knight named Japeth, these boys never would have been born. A man 
like that should be my true love.” 

“Except he isn’t. Otherwise he would be standing here instead of me,” 
replied the visitor. “Your heart only loves me, Evelyn. We both know that.” 

Evelyn glowered. “I don’t need you. Nor will my children. They’re 
mine now.” 

“You summoned me here, Evelyn. And not just to insult me, I 
presume,” said the man coolly. “Your letter proposed a plan that I found 
compelling. A plan to rule Camelot. A plan for which you need my help.” 

“To be fair, brother, you will benefit as much as she will,” Alpa chirped, 
alongside Bethna and Omeida in the comer. 

“As will you, Sisters. All of us will benefit,” said the masked man, 
without a glance. “And you’re sure of what you saw, Evelyn? Arthur and a 
woman not his wife .. .” 

A butterfly fluttered off Evelyn’s dress into the visitor’s hands. A scene 
magically replayed across its wings for him. His eyes grew bigger as he 
watched. 

“Quite sure,” said Evelyn. 

The man let the butterfly return to her. 

His gaze moved back to the paler child, silently studying the visitor. 
Next to him, his sunnier brother fixated on his new fingerglow, making it 
beam on and off. 

“Very well, then. The boys can stay with Evelyn,” spoke the man, as if 
the matter was still in question. “Let them grow up together, the way my 
brother Rhian and I once did. Only one can be the King of Camelot, of 
course. But they can fight it out for themselves, Good versus Evil, brother 
against brother. Like two School Masters did, before one rose to power... 
But this time, it is a King who will rise. A King who can ensure that 


Camelot is in the hands of our bloodline, as much as the school is. The two 
great forces of the Woods fully under our control.” 

“Provided you stay alive,” Evelyn observed. “Your alliance with my 
brother certainly limits those odds.” 

“Then you would bring me back to life, wouldn’t you?” the masked 
man needled. “My brother was a far more deadly opponent and I put Rhian 
in his grave. Wizard blood runs through my veins. A blind seer hasn’t a 
chance against me. Besides, from what I can tell, your brother has done 
nothing other than tell you the truth: that he does not see you as my true 
love.” 

“Whoever he does see as your true love will kill you,” Evelyn scorned. 
“And knowing my brother, she’ll kill me too. And who will bring you back 
to life then? My brother is a greater threat than you realize. He may play the 
friend to both Good and Evil, but he is as surely on the side of Good as your 
brother Rhian once was. August won’t rest until you and I suffer the same 
fate as Rhian. Why do you think August came to teach at your school in the 
first place?” 

The man could see Evelyn’s conviction. Doubt flickered in his 
pupils... 

He turned to the Mistrals. “In the unlikely case that Evelyn and I both 
perish, then it will be up to you, Sisters, to guide the boys to Arthur’s 
throne. To make them believe they are King Arthur’s sons, so that they may 
seize control of the Woods. With a little help from me, of course...” 

He reached down and lifted a single butterfly from Evelyn’s dress. On 
his finger, it morphed into a small, scaly, black eel, which he raised to his 
ear, before the tiny eel slithered inside. The masked man closed his eyes, as 
if imparting his thoughts to the creature, before he gently drew it out the 
other ear. 

“Everything they need to know is here for them to find.” 

He held the eel up on his finger, twisting and gleaming in the house’s 
dull light. 

“Including how to bring me back if I die?” asked Evelyn. “Including 
how to take the Storian’s power?” 

The masked man hesitated. 

In the corner, the Mistral Sisters smirked. “She believes in the One True 
King, brother,” spoke Alpa. “It’s why she’s brought us here, too.” 


“Tl leave specious theories to my sisters,” the man said sourly. “But 
even if the myth of the One True King is true, it would not be enough to 
claim the powers of the Storian. These boys have my blood. And the Pen 
rejects my blood, ever since I killed my brother. Even if my sons make all 
the kingdoms burn their rings, even if they sever the bonds between Man 
and Pen... the Storian’s powers will not be theirs. For the same reason I’m 
unable to control the Pen. Good is too strong. The balance still intact. But 
there is a cure, says August Sader. Marrying a queen whose blood is as Evil 
as mine. A queen whose blood bonds with ours to tip the balance. A queen 
your brother promises me I’ II find.” 

“And if my brother betrays you? If this queen kills you instead?” Evelyn 
pressed. “Then what?” 

The masked man considered this. He whispered to the eel, a wizard 
making a prophecy: “Then my son will have my revenge . . . by making that 
queen his own.” 

He let the eel morph back into a butterfly before returning it to the rest 
of the butterflies on Evelyn’s dress. “In the event of our deaths, give them 
this dress, Sisters. It will lead them to a pen that shows them their future. A 
new pen. A pen that ensures that even death cannot stop our blood from 
ruling the Woods.” 

“Which pen?” Evelyn asked, unsure. 

“The better question is: Which son?” the man spoke, watching the boys. 
“Which will succeed if we fail?” 

He honed in on the ruddier, cheerier boy, still playing with his new 
fingerglow, Evelyn trying to keep him from squirming off her arm. But then 
the man noticed the other boy grinning at him. In a flash, the skin on the 
boy’s face coated with scales, like a snake’s, before it reverted milky and 
smooth. He saw the man’s eyes widen and the boy giggled, his mother none 
the wiser. 

“But I have my suspicions . . . ,” said the man. 

The rosier boy began to whimper, showing distress for the first time. 
“Shhh... my good boy,” Evelyn whispered. “My sweet Rhian.” 

She didn’t look at the masked man, her lips curled with triumph, as if 
she knew the name had made an impact. As if she knew that he was glaring 
right through her. 

“And his name?” the man said, pointing at the paler child. 


Evelyn held the second boy close, kissing his face that had just been a 
snake’s only a moment before. “For a middle name, Japeth, after the knight 
who saved him. That's what Pll call him.” 

“And his birth name?” the man asked, stone-cold. 

Evelyn finally looked up at him. “Rafal,” she breathed. “For his father.” 

The man pulled off his mask and hood, revealing young, frost-white 
skin, a shock of silver hair, and a smile as wide as the devil’s. 

Tedros heard himself scream, Agatha’s own scream slashing into his— 

But they were already falling into darkness, the cool insides of a snake 
opening up into a vast, strange sky. 


AGATHA 
Flesh and Blood 


Past is Present and Present is Past. 
The Snake. 
Son of the School Master. 
Son of Rafal. 
Pure-blooded Evil. 
Following them across time. Across death. 
To the End of Ends. 
No more time to think— 





Agatha’s feet sank into softness, her eyes flying open to a fluorescing 
green cloud, Tedros landing on a green cloud above her. A black sky 
expanded around them, with a glossy sheen, as if its surface was wet. Stars 
pinned against this sky, not childish five-pointed stars but steel snowflakes, 


edges deadly sharp like a handblade’s, the center of each star a glowing 
green marble, like an all-seeing eye. In the stars’ dim light, Agatha 
glimpsed etchings in the black sky, like tree carvings, but Agatha couldn’t 
make them out, the darkness too thick. 

“Help me up,” said Agatha, reaching for her prince. 

“The Celestium,” Tedros surmised, hoisting her to his cloud. “Must be 
reflecting Merlin’s mood, wherever he is...” 

Except Agatha was on her toes now, shining her fingerglow at the sky’s 
carvings. 

Agatha skin crawled. “No. Not Merlin’s.” She lit up the sky— 
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“Japeth € Aric.” Tedros shrank backwards. “Agatha . . . this is the 
Snake’ place to think.” 

“Rafal’s blood... ,” Agatha rasped. “Wizard’s blood... .” 

“Which means he knows we’re here,” her prince said. “He brought us 
here.” 

Panicked, they scanned the Snake Sky, but found only more glowing 
green clouds, razor-sharp stars, lovesick carvings. 

A noise scuffed behind them and they whipped around— 

Guinevere and Merlin appeared on a cloud. 

“Big Mama!” Merlin piped, pointing at Guinevere. 

Tedros’ mother stared down her son. “Told you that mirror was trouble, 
Tedros. Japeth must have known you went inside his secrets. Moment you 






did, Merlin felt Japeth’s spirit vanish to his thinking place. Luckily, wizards 
can access other wizards’ thinking spots.” 

“Tee Tee needs Big Mama... for big job... ,” Merlin said, winking at 
Tedros. 

Agatha could see Tedros and his mother eyeing each other, as if they 
knew what Merlin meant. Whatever plan Tedros and his knights had made 
to defeat Japeth, the old queen was most certainly involved. 

Powers, Agatha recalled. That’s what Tedros said he’d asked the genie 
for. That’s why he’d gone into the Cave of Wishes. What kind of powers? 

“If this is Japeth’s thinking place, then where is he?” Tedros growled. 
“Watching us, no doubt, like the creep he is.” He bellowed to the sky. “You 
slithering fraud! Rhian really thought he was my dad’s son. But you? You 
knew the truth. You knew you were Rafal’s son with that witch—” 

“What?” a voice gasped. 

Tedros and Agatha turned. 

Sophie was alone on a cloud, her face ashen. 

“Couldn’t remember if Tee Tee needs Big Mama or Not-the-Mama, so I 
bring both,” Merlin squeaked at Tedros. 

Agatha was already leaping to Sophie’s cloud. 

“I d-d-don’t understand,” Sophie spluttered in her friend’s arms. 
“Rafal’s son? Japeth is Rafal’s son? With Evelyn Sader?” Her eyes brimmed 
with horror. “RJ. Isn’t that what Dean Brunhilde called him? R for Rafal, J 
for Japeth . . . Rhian and Rafal . . . The names of twin School Masters, 
passed down from father to sons . . . That's how he has wizard’s blood, isn’t 
it? . . . His eyes... they're like his father’s . . . and that ice-cold touch... 
Oh, Aggie... The answers were there all along!” 

“That’s why you could heal them. That’s why they had to marry you,” 
Agatha said. “Because your blood gave Rafal’s blood power. The same way 
it gives power to his sons’.” 

“So they aren’t Arthur’s sons for sure?” Guinevere asked. “Then Arthur 
would have known Tedros was his only child. Why would he create a 
tournament giving an impostor a chance? Why would he risk his true heir?” 

Agatha and Tedros glanced at each other, still without an answer to the 
question they’d asked themselves. 

“Mer Mer knows story,” the wizard offered. “Rafal old . . . ooga 
booga ... then young... still ooga booga! . . . kiss Not-the-Mama . . . hurt 


Mama and Tee Tee...then Rafal die... then not die”—he mimicked stiff- 
armed zombies— “then die again. Now small Rafal. With snakes.” 

Tedros blinked at him. 

“Yes, Merlin, small Rafal with snakes,” said Agatha, anxiously 
searching the sky. “Where is he, Tedros?” 

“Sophie’s scream hurt him badly. Maybe he can’t last up here,” Tedros 
guessed. 

Sophie was still mewling: “Once upon a time, I wanted to marry a 
prince. Now I’m the bride of Father Evil and his two sons!” 

“You didn’t marry Rafal, you didn’t marry Rhian, and you haven’t 
married Japeth,” Agatha countered. “They all thought your blood was the 
one. But you’re not the one, because you’re here with us.” 

“And how long will ‘us’ last?” Sophie asked fatally. “He’s made us the 
villains. He’s turned the Woods against us. With no consequence.” 

“We are the consequence,” said Tedros. “The Storian believes in us. Our 
school believes in us. My father believed in us. That’s why I wear this ring. 
I’m his son. I’m the king. Not Rafal’s spawn. The only place scum like that 
can be king is in hell.” 

“Welcome to hell, then,” came the reply. 

Dread snaked up Agatha’s spine. 

Slowly, she and Tedros turned. 

Japeth waited on a cloud in the sky. 

He wore his blue-and-gold king’s suit, his sword strapped to his belt. 
His face was flecked with blood, his skin frayed at the edges, like a mask 
about to fall. 

Tedros shot a spell, severing Japeth’s sword strap, the blade plunging 
into darkness. Japeth looked up to see the prince bullrushing him across 
clouds, Tedros’ fists raised— 

Japeth waved a hand, magically sweeping a cloud out from under him. 
The prince flailed, crashing to Sophie and Agatha’s cloud, knocking the two 
girls down. 

Agatha lurched up, expecting the Snake to attack— 

But Japeth hadn’t moved. “You cheat your way into my brother’s blood. 
You trespass into my secrets. You attack and hate, while I defend and fight 
for the one I love. So who’s Evil now? There is no limit to the wickedness 
you’ll do to win. Even raid my soul. Fitting, then, that you’ll all die inside 
it.” He paused. “But not quite yet.” 


He sat down on a glowing green cloud. 

“You have most of it right, whatever that cheap mirror revealed,” said 
Japeth. “Rhian always believed King Arthur was our father, but I knew the 
truth about our parents. Because it was I who found the pen my father spoke 
of. I know: ‘Which pen?’ Now Pll show you.” He set his sights on Sophie. 
“After our mother’s death, the Mistral Sisters brought us that dress you’re 
wearing. My mother’s dress.” 

Sophie’s white gown morphed to blue, birthing a thousand blue 
butterflies, matching the Dean’s signature gown. All at once, the butterflies 
flew off it, lighting up the Snake Sky with rich blue glow. They huddled 
like Wish Fish, their wings turning colors, the butterflies painting scenes in 
brilliant mosaic... 

“The butterflies from Mother’s dress led us to the Garden of Good and 
Evil. An unmarked grave. There, the Mistrals said we would find Mother’s 
will.” 

The butterflies painted a grave and two copper-haired twins digging into 
it 





“Instead, we found something quite unexpected. . .” 

The grave opened, revealing dozens of metal slabs, long and thin, sharp 
at both ends, like knitting needles. 

Agatha’s eyes widened. 

Pens. 

A grave full of them. 

Identical to the Storian, but gold instead of silver. Each pen slightly 
different in size, shape, and carving. 

“This is what our mother wanted us to have. Pens that once belonged to 
King Arthur, the Mistral Sisters explained. Mother and the Mistrals had 
become friends—the same sisters who came to advise King Arthur after 
Guinevere and Merlin left him. Arthur had turned to drink, his mind dulled 
and judgment soft. The Mistrals wormed into his court, telling him what he 
wanted to hear. That he wasn’t to blame for his queen leaving. That it was 
the Storian’s fault. That he was the fated One True King, born to take the 
Storian's place . . . Overthrow the Pen, they urged. Claim its powers. 
Become the One True King. Then he could write destiny as he wanted it. 
Then he could bring Guinevere back to him! All he had to do was get the 
Woods behind a new pen. A rival Storian he would control. The King’s Pen. 
“Needs a better name,’ Arthur considered . . . ‘Lionsmane.’ Tedros might 


like that. And yet, when the Mistrals tried to bring ‘Lionsmane’ to life, 
Arthur rejected each pen made for him. Too thin. Too thick. Too pompous. 
Too humble. Looking for every excuse not to follow through.” 

More and more pens heaped into the skylit grave, Lionsmanes 
discarded. 

“No matter how much he loved your mother, he wasn’t willing to 
destroy the Storian to have her back. A weak king. An even weaker man,” 
said Japeth. 

Tedros snarled: “You, who pretended to be his son.” 

“For good reason,” said Japeth, unfazed. “After Arthur drank himself 
into the grave, Rhian and I learned of our own mother’s death. Our mother 
had planned to tell us we were King Arthur’s sons once we came of age. 
But in the case of her death, she’d trusted the Mistrals to find us and give us 
her dress. The butterflies would tell us what we needed to know. Butterflies 
that had my mother’s spirit.” 

Across the Snake Sky, butterflies drew more scenes... 

“These butterflies filled in her version of the story. How Arthur 
abandoned us. How to assume his throne. There would be steps to take. A 
carefully made plan. Sabotage Tedros, the false king. Pull Excalibur from 
the stone. Use Lionsmane to win the people and make leaders burn their 
rings. Marry the queen named Sophie, whose blood bonded with ours. Do 
these things—burn the rings and wed Sophie—and we would become the 
One True King. Immortal, invincible, with the power to bring Mother back 
to life... Only one brother could marry Sophie, of course. Only one could 
be king. But as long as Rhian and I loved each other, we could share the 
powers of Sophie’s blood. One of us made king by it. The other, magically 
healed by it. My mother’s dress would bind her and keep her loyal. All 
Rhian and I had to do was stick together. Two brothers, Lion and Eagle, 
against Tedros the Snake.” 

Japeth watched the butterflies in the sky. “Rhian believed every word. 
He loved my mother. He trusted her. He longed to have her back. But I 
didn’t. I knew she disowned us the day she dumped us at Arbed House. 
Because she wanted to be rid of me. Because she wanted to find our father 
and be with him instead . . . But King Arthur that father? Uptight, do- 
gooding Arthur with my viperous mother? Psssh. I didn’t trust her story one 
bit... In the shimmer of the butterflies’ wings, I began to glimpse secrets 
hidden in my mother’s spirit . . . a Green Knight who was Arthur’s 


brother . . . a plot to steal Arthur’s throne . . .” His blue eyes narrowed. 
“Then I saw it.” 

All the butterflies in the sky darkened except for one. 

“The butterfly that the others were obeying. The leader amongst them. 
The butterfly that knew I’d found it out...” 

The butterfly fluttered down into Japeth’s hands. Cupped in his palm, 
the insect began to shrink and shrivel .. . black scales coating its body... 
until it was no longer a butterfly at all... 

... but an eel. 

It sharpened at both sides like a pen, its color coal-black. 

The slimy pen floated out of Japeth’s hand and slipped into his ear. 

“This pen told me the true story. King Arthur wasn’t our father at all. 
We were the School Master’s sons. Rafal’s sons. That’s why Sophie’s blood 
bonded with ours, like it did with our father’s. If I was hearing this 
message, then Rafal’s queen had killed him and likely my mother too. We 
must punish his queen. Follow my mother’s instructions, the pen said. Take 
Camelot and bring Mother back to life. That’s how we could avenge my 
mother and father. This pen would help me, made of my father’s spirit. This 
pen would be our weapon, more than any sword. But the pen warned: I 
must never let Rhian learn the truth about his father. He needed to believe 
he was King Arthur’s son. Because he was Good inside. And I was Evil. I 
must always put my brother first. That’s where Rafal had cursed himself. 
He’d killed his twin believing he would find truer love. Evil’s love. Only to 
be killed by that love in return. I couldn’t repeat my father’s story. I had to 
stay Rhian’s faithful liege to the end. That’s why my father left this message 
for me to find. So if Rafal failed to find true love, he could be redeemed by 
his son. Just as I suspect King Arthur left three tests for his son to redeem 
him.” 

The pen flew out of Japeth’s ear, a butterfly once more. 

It landed on Tedros’ shoulder. 

“Except my father miscalculated,” he said, rising to his feet. “Because 
he believed love for my brother would satisfy me. Our bloodline, ruling the 
Woods together. But it wasn’t enough for my father, was it? And it wasn’t 
for me. Because I found truer love too. Someone who cared for me more 
than my own blood ever did.” 

The ghost of Aric appeared in the sky, made out of butterflies. The 
butterfly on Tedros’ shoulder fluttered up and joined them, adding the violet 


sparkle to Aric’s eye. 

“Strange that Tedros and I are enemies, when we share so much in 
common,” said Japeth, as the sharp-haired silhouette glided towards him. 
“Abandoned by our mothers. Our fathers destroyed by love. No wonder 
Tedros and I quest to find love for ourselves. Real love. But Tedros trusts 
the Storian with his fate. Fate which stole love from me, just like it did from 
Tedros’ father. But unlike Arthur, I won’t shrink from fixing fate’s mistakes. 
Soon I’ll be fate’s master, with the power to take love back.” 

Aric landed on his cloud and Japeth put his arms around him... Aric’s 
glowing outline crumbled, butterflies flying away. 

Japeth was alone once more. 

He smiled bitterly, his king’s suit blackening to eels. “But first there is a 
tournament to win,” the Snake said. “A last ring to burn.” 

His eyes shot to Agatha. 

“Which means killing that.” 

The Snake’s scims sharpened, about to attack— 

The light in the sky went out. 

Every hint of green glow swallowed by hard, flat black. 

Agatha whirled around, expecting to be stabbed in the dark— 

But then she noticed Tedros gone from her side. And she could still see 
the shine off Japeth’s suit, the Snake frozen on a higher cloud, like he’d 
been taken by surprise. Agatha held her breath, trying not to move. If he 
hadn’t put out the lights, then who? The glint of his eels rippled as if he was 
turning in place, hunting his prey. It was clear he couldn’t spot Agatha in 
her cloak. She was too far away, the sky too dark. 

Agatha smelled silky fragrance as soft wings closed around her: Sophie, 
her once-white dress now turned to black feathers, lifting her friend from 
the cloud and silently flying her down to a lower one, farther away from 
Japeth. “The dress did it,” Sophie whispered in Agatha’s ear. “It killed the 
lights. So he couldn’t kill us. It’s helping me, Aggie. It’s been helping me.” 

The dress? Agatha thought. But Evelyn left it to bind Sophie to her sons. 
Why would it help Sophie? 

“Tedros. Where is he?” Agatha whispered, unable to see in the dark. 

“Thought he was with you,” said Sophie. 

Agatha’s stomach knotted 

Tiny hands snatched the girls and yanked them into the cloud. Merlin 
was huddled in fluff, a finger to his lips. He poked a hole in the cloud so 





Agatha and Sophie could peek out. 

For a moment, the Snake Sky was quiet. 

Then the night ripped open, heavenly light pouring forth, radiant and 
gold. 

A shadow appeared in the glow, an imposing silhouette. 

Light caught his purple eyes, his ivory skin, the sharp barbs of his hair. 
He wore sleeveless red leather and black breeches, his legs and arms 
pumped with muscle. 

Agatha broke into a cold sweat. 

“Impossible,” Sophie breathed. 

He was dead. 

They’d seen him die. 

But here he was. 

As if he’d never died at all. 

Agatha looked around for Tedros or Guinevere, but the sky was empty. 

Just the Snake and the boy. 

“Japeth?” the boy spoke, strapping and deep. 

The Snake gave him a dead, chilly look, then continued to search the 
sky. “Cute trick, Merlin,” he called out, looking everywhere but at the boy. 
“A mimicking hex? Or transmutation?” 

Agatha glanced at the six-year-old between her and Sophie, nervously 
biting the end of his hat. The most Merlin could do was conjure shapes and 
play fleeting pranks. No way this was his spell. 

“Or perhaps just good old-fashioned black magic,” said the Snake, his 
eyes pausing on Agatha and Sophie’s cloud. 

“T thought you’d say that,” the boy replied, hopping smoothly from 
cloud to cloud until he reached the one across from Japeth’s. “That’s why I 
veiled our meeting from the others. They can’t see us and we can’t see 
them.” 

“Right. As if in addition to rising from the dead, you also acquired the 
power to enter a wizard’s thinking place without wizard blood,” Japeth 
mocked. His scims peeled off his suit and circled the boy menacingly. “No, 
Pd say you're purely the figment of my enemies’ creation. Enemies who 
think Pll engage a fake ghost.” 

“Well, I am a ghost. That is true. Thoroughly as dead as I was 
yesterday,” the boy acknowledged, petting the eels with no fear. “Which 


means I have the power to haunt where and how I choose, including a 
wizard’s thinking place. To be honest, I thought you’d be happy to see me.” 

Finally, Japeth looked at him. “Even sounds just like you.” His eels 
probed the boys’ muscles. “Feels like you too. Any idiot can fake a ghost. 
But to fake a dead boy in a real body . . . I have to say I’m impressed, 
Merlin. If it’s indeed you hiding under there. Or is it one of your friends 
who took on the task? Knew we should have killed the wizard when we 
could, precisely to put an end to his games. But Rhian thought if he could 
regress Merlin to a child, then he could remake his loyalties . . .” Scims 
pried the boys’ eyes open, assessing his purple irises. “Amazing work, 
really. Too bad I have to kill you to see who you really are. Maybe Sophie, 
now that I think about it. She does like to get too close to the fire.” His eels 
dropped to the boy’s throat, about to tear him apart— 

“Go ahead. I won’t feel a thing. I’m dead, remember?” said the boy, 
unruffled. “The moment you kill me—poof!—I’ll be gone forever and your 
enemies will be right where you left them, ready to fight. I hid them so I 
could help you, Japeth. So I could warn you what Tedros is about to do.” 

“I see,” Japeth said, suddenly amused. “And what secret plan have you 
managed to catch wind of? What is it that the idiot prince plans to do, 
hmm?” 

“Disguise himself as me,” the purple-eyed boy replied. “He went into 
the Cave of Wishes. The genie granted Tedros the power to tum into 
whoever he wants. The genie’s magic lives inside his blood long enough for 
Tedros to take on my body and warp your mind. To fool you and make you 
believe he’s the real thing. See, that’s him over there, waiting for his 
moment.” A spotlight appeared, on a second clone of the boy, posed atop a 
distant cloud, looking fidgety and anxious, before the spotlight abruptly 
went dark. The boy turned back to Japeth. “I wanted to be with you before 
Tedros tries. So you can remember what’s true.” 

Japeth’s grin lost its shape. “Let me get this straight: you will disappear 
and be replaced by a new you, who is Tedros in disguise. And that’s who I 
should kill.” He snorted, but it was half-hearted, the Snake increasingly 
wary of the boy. “Well, whatever magic he’s using, it can’t be better than 
what is in front of me.” 

“This isn’t magic,” the boy replied. “It’s me, Japeth. As me as a ghost 
can be.” 

The Snake inspected him closer, trying and failing to see through him. 


“Tt isn’t you if you’re not flesh and blood,” Japeth taunted. 

“Try me,” said the boy. 

Japeth stared hard at him. Slowly, one of his scims moved from the 
boy’s throat up to his mouth . . . and pricked it with its tip. Blood seeped 
from the boy’s lips. He didn’t flinch. 

Agatha’s eyes bulged. 

So did the Snake’s. “You’re... you’re... real?” 

“More real than the real thing,” said the boy. 

Japeth’s face warmed with color. He leapt onto the boy’s cloud. “Aric?” 
He put his nose to Aric’s neck, inhaling his skin, touching his nose, his 
cheeks, before his arms clasped hard around the boy’s chest. “It’s you. 
Exactly you.” Tears flooded Japeth’s eyes. 

From her hiding place, Agatha watched a murderous Snake embraced 
with a murderous savage, the two of them so close and bonded, their love 
almost . . . human. Emotion tickled her throat, which she instantly shoved 
down. She couldn’t let herself feel. Not for these two. Even her, with a heart 
so stubbornly Good. 

“What’s happened to you?” Aric whispered, holding the Snake tight. 
“Changing yourself to look like Rhian. Pretending to be your own brother. 
The Japeth I know wouldn’t have done that. Kill Rhian, maybe. But not 
become him,” he smiled wryly. “Not lose wild, beautiful Japeth along the 
way.” 

“I did it for you,” Japeth said tensely. “Everything I’ve done is for you. 
To get you back.” 

“And then what? I have to be with ‘Rhian’ in my new life? And his 
terrible haircut and fake tan? I have to join your charade?” said Aric. 

“TI tell the people the truth. About who I am. You’ll be my new liege 


„ 


“Ah yes. Japeth the Snake, who attacked their kingdoms, murdered his 
brother, and pretended to be his brother, now forgiven and welcomed as 
Camelot’s new king. More than that: the One True King, who controls all 
their lives with his new Pen. And oh, he’s bringing his love back from the 
dead with him, who just happens to be a boy.” 

“Then Pll give up my crown—” 

“They’ll kill you, Japeth. They’ll kill us both. I don’t want to be brought 
back to life, just to die a more ignoble death than I suffered the first time.” 


Japeth was shivering now. Utterly overwhelmed. “You don’t know what 
I’ve done for you. Are you really turning down the chance to come back to 
life? To have a second chance with me? It can’t end this way. With you 
just... leaving?” 

“This isn’t The End,” Aric promised. “But I’m at peace now. If you love 
me, Japeth, you’ll let me go. The time will come when we’ll be together 
again. But not like this. First you have to be who you are. Who you really 
are, not some Snake out to get revenge on my behalf. Surrender the crown 
that isn’t yours. Admit your deception to the people. Even if you’re 
punished for it. Even if Excalibur takes your head. Tell the truth and it will 
set both our souls free. We’ ll be together forever, then .. . But fight too hard 
against fate and your spirit will never find mine. Because you can’t escape 
your fate, no matter what you want to believe. I learned that the hard way.” 

Japeth nestled into him. “Where was this Aric when you were alive? 
Who is thoughtful and loving? Who speaks so tenderly to me?” 

“Do what I tell you, dear Japeth,” Aric pressed. “Give us a second 
chance beyond this world. Pll be waiting for you.” 

Japeth gripped his shirt. “No. Not yet. Please... stay with me.” 

“T don’t have that power, friend.” 

“Then let me ask for one thing. Before you go.” Gently Japeth reached a 
hand to Aric’s gashed mouth, wiping away blood with his fingers. “The one 
thing I need from you to have peace.” 

“Anything you wish,” said Aric. 

Japeth held his gaze. “Can I kiss you? Like we used to?” 

Aric hesitated, taken aback. He stood straighter, his lips pressing 
together. “Oh.” He nodded with a smile. “Of course.” 

Japeth’s face sharpened. “Well, in that case . . .” He stepped back just as 
Aric leaned in. “Let me reconsider. Because we never kissed when you 
were alive. Your rule.” His fingers were shiny with Aric’s blood. “The real 
Aric would have known that. The real Aric was ashamed of our love. 
Which means you must not be Aric at all. You’re exactly what you warned 
me about. Tedros, with the power to turn into whoever you wish. And that 
second Aric over there was just a trick to make me believe what you were 
saying—your mother, I’d bet, from her bumbling pose. She must have the 
genie’s magic too, a decoy made to sell me your plan. So close, Tedros. So 
close to getting me to give up. Only one wrinkle in your plan, arrogant 


prince. I have your blood on my fingers. Your genie-hexed blood with 
shape-shifting powers .. .” 

The Snake bit his own lip, splitting it open. He licked his fingers, letting 
his and Aric’s blood mix. 

“... and now that blood is in mine,” said Japeth. 

Aric’s irises suddenly went blue—Tedros blue—the prince’s eyes bright 
with panic. 

The Snake smiled at him. “Let the games begin.” 

In his sky, the light snuffed out, like a door slammed shut. 
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Teedros had his plan. 
But everyone has a plan until they’re kicked in the face. 
Then the plan isn’t worth very much, is it? 
But it’s not only the prince who is in danger... 





At the moment, the Snake Sky was black-out dark. Agatha and Sophie 
remained huddled inside their cloud, Merlin whimpering between them. 
They couldn’t see Tedros anywhere. Or the Snake. Just the ragged shapes of 
clouds and the glint of steel-edged stars. Japeth was out there somewhere. 
And now with Tedros’ blood in his veins, he’d also absorbed the genie’s 
powers . . . the power to become anyone he wished. 

“Tee Tee need help,” Merlin squeaked, eyes wet. 

“Shhh,” said Sophie, but the six-year-old was distraught, blubbering 
louder. 

“Tee Tee!” Merlin fretted, poking his head through the cloud hole. 
Agatha grabbed him back. 

“Merlin, stay still!” 

But the wizard was already lurching out of their hiding place, Agatha 
and Sophie scrambling with him, the little wizard wildly swishing his hand 


The sky flooded with blazing white light, like a storm paused during a 
lightning strike. 

“Tee Tee!” Merlin smiled with relief. 

Then his smile vanished. 

Because there were three Tedroses in the lit-up sky. 

On three different clouds. 

Each armed with a sharp-bladed star from the sky. 

“Aggie ... what's happening... ,” Sophie croaked. 

“One is Tedros. One must be Guinevere,” said Agatha, pale with terror. 
“So the third is...” 

Merlin gaped at the two girls. “Hiss.” 

All three Tedroses looked at each other. Then at Agatha. 

Instantly, they sprinted for her. 

“Agatha, it’s me!” cried one. 

“No, it’s me!” yelled the second. 

“Don’t listen to them!” shouted the third. 

Three princes with gem-blue eyes, golden waves of hair, and a torn 
black cloak. Each as Tedros as the other. 

“Which one’s real?” Sophie gasped. 

But Agatha was already running, diving off her cloud and burying into 
one far below. Sunk in cold green puffs, she closed her eyes and tried to 
focus. In that split second, she’d scouted the Tedroses closely. The way they 
carried themselves, the way they targeted her .. . The real Tedros wanted to 
protect her; the Snake’s Tedros wanted to kill her; while Guinevere had 
surely taken Tedros’ form to throw off the Snake. And yet, they all looked 
the same. Sounds of chaos echoed above; no doubt they’d seen where she 
landed. She had to keep moving. But where to? Her only hope was to pick a 
Tedros: a two-in-three chance of being saved; a one-in-three chance of 
being gutted... 

A body plunged into fluff next to her. Agatha turned to flee— 

“It's me,” Sophie panted, blinking emerald eyes, her black-feathered 
dress bunched in the cloud. “Stay with me. Don’t move.” 

Agatha exhaled. Then her heart kick-started. “Wait . . . how do I know 
you're .. .” She backed up. “What's the name of my cat?” 

“Aggie—” 

“What’s its name!” 


“Reaper.” 

“And he’s King of the—” 

“Gnomes. Agatha, listen—” 

“What’s the name of the runty, bucktoothed boy in Gavaldon who was 
obsessed with you?” 

Sophie stared at her blankly. “Ummm—” 

“Stay back,” Agatha choked, crawling away, before she felt Sophie’s 
arm grab her. Agatha whirled around, finger lit, about to shoot a spell— 

Only to see Guinevere, where Sophie had just been. 

“It's me, Agatha. I thought you’d trust me if I took Sophie’s form. 
Listen to me: the Snake is out there, looking like Tedros. You and I have to 
stick together or he’lI—” 

But Agatha was in a blind panic, questioning if Guinevere was really 
Guinevere, her body already lunging out of the cloud and dashing into open 
light with no direction or plan. Guinevere chased her. “Agatha, wait!” 

“You’re supposed to protect her, Mother!” one of the Tedroses barked at 
Guinevere veering towards Agatha. 

Agatha whirled to this prince, the real Tedros . . . but then she glimpsed 
the other Tedros throttling from the opposite direction, closing faster, faster, 
the blade-sharp star raised in his hand, both Tedroses about to flying-leap 
onto her cloud, with Agatha trapped between them— 

A third body cannonballed from above: Sophie with young Merlin 
piggybacked to her, crashing on top of Agatha. By the time Agatha 
recovered, Sophie’s dress of feathers was sweeping the two girls upwards 
like a black swan, away from the twin Tedroses, both princes receding and 
indistinguishable, before little Merlin swished his hands and doused the 
sky’s light. 

Pure darkness reigned once more. 

Sophie’s black dress magically expanded, hiding her and Agatha in a 
round cocoon that floated midair, while Merlin perched atop the cocoon, 
keeping watch. 

“Please tell me it’s you,” Agatha rasped to Sophie, huddled in feathers. 
“The real you.” 

“As real as the bran biscuits I generously made you in Gavaldon that 
you used to dump in your graveyard when I wasn’t looking. Listen, there’s 
two Tedroses. One is Teddy. One is the Snake. And yet, somehow I can’t 
fathom which is him. Teddy did a magnificent job playing Aric and now is 


doing an odious job playing himself. Maybe if Teddy had more substance or 
character, he’d be easier to recognize—” 

“Now I know it’s you,” Agatha snapped. “Can’t Merlin tell them 
apart?” 

“Tee Tee Tee Tee. Two Tee Tees,” a child’s voice pipped. 

“That's a no. Aggie, what's something only Tedros would know about 
you? Something Japeth cant know.” 

“Snake’s read The Tale of Sophie and Agatha, inside and out. 
Everything you know, he knows, and you know everything.” Agatha 
paused. “Except...” 

“Except?” 

“How Tedros proposed to marry me.” 

Agatha’s big eyes sparkled in the dark, so intensely that Sophie turned 
away. “Well, heaven forbid your best friend know how your prince asked to 
marry you! Seems like something a best friend might share. But seeing you 
haven’t, you should use your little secret to suss out your groom,” said 
Sophie. “As soon as you find who the real Tedros is, we’ll know who the 
Snake is and attack him. I don’t care if killing him isn’t the Good thing to 
do or won’t make Teddy king. If he’s Rafal’s son, the sooner he’s dead the 
better. Pll stay up here until you find him. This way, I can shoot spells at 
anyone who dares comes near you, since I’m the only one who knows 
you’re actually you.” 

Agatha’s neck rashed red. “I can’t leave you here—” 

“Tf Pm with you, the Snake will know who you are. I’m not letting him 
kill you, Agatha. I’m not letting him win. Find Tedros. Kill the creep. Got 
it?” Sophie’s dress opened like a flower and she brought Merlin down into 
her arms. “TIl keep this one with me so he’s safe. Now go.” 

Before Agatha could speak, Sophie shoved her from the cocoon. Agatha 
flopped onto a cloud down below. Above her, Merlin swished his hands— 

Light returned to the Snake Sky. 

Agatha braced herself, ready to pick Tedros from his impostor, 
confident she knew how to find the answer . . . then saw the answer no 
longer matched the question. 

Because where Agatha expected two Tedroses to choose between, now 
there were none. 

Instead, there were three Agathas on the clouds surrounding her, each 
dressed in the same pink dress and hooded black cloak that she was 


wearing. 

A quartet of Agathas, which included the real Agatha since now the 
other three were inspecting her and each other, with no inkling yet as to 
who was who. 

Until this very moment, I’ve told this tale through Agatha’s eyes as if it 
were her story to tell. But where Agatha no doubt thinks she is the main 
character of her story, as any Man in the throes of life does, the Pen has a 
wider view of things. Which is why we must turn to Sophie, high on a 
cloud, entrusted with protecting her best friend, but suddenly confused as to 
which was the real Agatha and which were the fakes. 

“Merlin, who’s Aggie?” she asked the child with her. 

But the wizard too had lost track. 

All Sophie knew was that she had to find the real Agatha before Japeth 
did. 

Think, Sophie coaxed herself. 

Why had they all taken Agatha’s form? 

Each had good reason. 

Tedros and Guinevere wanted to confuse the Snake, who was hunting 
Agatha to win the second test. Meanwhile, the Snake wanted to confuse 
Tedros, who was determined to protect his princess. 

At first, Sophie assumed Japeth’s Agatha would attack the others, 
believing he’d slay the real Agatha in the process and win his test. And yet, 
this would also give the Snake away, enabling Tedros, Agatha, and 
Guinevere to team against him and Sophie to snipe him with a spell from 
above . . . which is precisely why the Snake’s Agatha wasn‘ attacking and 
instead hanging back like his fellow Agathas, waiting for someone else to 
make the first move. 

Sophie realized that someone had to be her. 

“Attention, friends and filth,’ she called crisply, her dress of black 
feathers holding her in the sky, like an extraterrestrial bird. Four Agathas 
craned their heads up. A spotlight appeared on Sophie out of nowhere 
(Merlin trying to be helpful). “Allow me to ask some questions. Think of it 
as a test. The Tournament of Stings. Each of you will take a turn answering 
and if I sense a certain serpentine quality to your answer, you will be 
stung.” Sophie lit her fingerglow, a smoking-hot pink. “A well-aimed stun 
spell to the head, reserved precisely for Snakes pretending to be my best 


friend. And I’m not sure you’ll wake up alive, given that as much as you 
want Agatha dead, my friends and I want you dead more. Shall we begin?” 

She glared down at the Agatha Quartet lined up left to right, still hoping 
Japeth would snap and show himself, but the four Agathas stared right 
back, willing to engage. 

Clever Snake. He’s looking for Agatha the same way we’re looking for 
him, Sophie thought. 

She had to be careful with her questions. 

“What is Agatha’s favorite food?” Sophie asked, starting with the 
Agatha on the left. 

“Candy,” said Agatha #1. 

“Honeycake,” said Agatha #2. 

“Cinnamon rolls,” said Agatha #3. 

“Jellybeans,” said Agatha #4. 

Sophie frowned. Agatha’s taste for sweets preceded her, it seemed. 
Worse still, Sophie had assumed the answer would be salted peanut crunch, 
since Agatha used to consume mounds of it in Gavaldon, but apparently it 
wasn’t, since whoever the real Agatha was didn’t agree. The responses 
weren’t entirely unhelpful, though. Only Guinevere, Tedros, and Agatha 
had been in the Mirage Pub, where Agatha had discovered honeycake, 
meaning Agatha #2 wasn’t the Snake. And Agatha #4 wasn’t Tedros or 
Agatha, because anyone who knew Agatha would know she found 
jellybeans infantile. So who was who? It felt like a math problem, and 
Sophie had always found math a poor use of time, so she gave up and asked 
another question instead. 

“Who is the One True King?” Sophie asked. 

Come out, come out, little Snake. 

“Tedros,” said Agatha #1. 

“Tedros,” said Agatha #2. 

“Tedros,” said Agatha #3. 

“Whoever wins the Tournament of Kings,” said Agatha #4. “Just as 
Arthur willed.” 

Agatha #1, #2, and #3 all peered at Agatha #4. So did Sophie. 

Has to be the Snake, she thought. Cant even stomach the idea of saying 
Tedros’ name. 

Sophie bit her lip. And yet... would the Snake give himself away so 
easily? Isn’t Japeth smarter than that? 


She could see Agatha #3 studying the fourth Agatha, fists curling as if 
itching to attack, but also struggling with the same doubts Sophie had. 

Sophie focused harder— 

Agatha #2 isn’t the Snake. 

Agatha #3 is Tedros or Agatha. 

Agatha #4 isn’t Tedros or Agatha. 

She was getting closer. 

One more question. 

The question. 

“Tell me. How did Tedros propose to you?” Sophie asked. Agatha #4 
gave Agatha #3 a coy glance, which Sophie noticed. Agatha #1 noticed too 
and gave Agatha #4 a probing look. Agatha #2, meanwhile, glowered hard 
at Sophie, though Sophie didn’t know if it was because she was offended or 
stumped. All in all, Sophie felt more baffled than ever. 

“Well?” Sophie hounded. “How did the prince ask you to marry him?” 

“It's a secret,” said Agatha #1. 

“Kept it to myself for a reason,” said Agatha #2. 

“No one’s business,” said Agatha #3. 

“He did it at Camelot,” said Agatha #4. “The first night we arrived after 
we left school. Tedros arranged a romantic dinner and proposed during 
dessert, exactly as you’d expect.” 

The air seemed to drain out of the sky, a thick silence hanging between 
Sophie and the Agathas like a curtain about to drop. 

Agatha #1 and Agatha #3 prowled forward, each looming towards the 
Agatha that had just answered. 

Agatha #4. 

Then, in tandem, as if they were one and the same, the first and third 
Agathas drew something from their cloaks. Something each of them had 
been hiding. 

A sharp-bladed star. 

Agatha #4 began to retreat, her twin assailants closing in. 

In a flash, Sophie understood. 

Agatha #1 and #3 were Tedros and Japeth. Or Japeth and Tedros. 

Together, they were about to kill Agatha #4. 

Because each thought they knew who this Agatha was. 

Tedros thought it was Japeth. 

Japeth thought it was Agatha. 


Agatha #4 stepped back, hands up, her clumps teetering at the edge of 
the cloud. She looked at her star-armed hunters. “Caught me,” she said. 

Her assailants raised their stars like daggers. 

Sophie realized what was about to happen. So did Agatha #2, the last 
Agatha left. “No!” the two girls gasped. 

Agatha #4 turned to jump — 

Steel-edged stars impaled her back and neck. 

She collapsed onto her cloud. 

Twin Agathas rushed towards her, both believing they’d won, both 
believing they’d slain their enemy... 

... Only to recoil in shock. 

Guinevere lay on the cloud, blood soaking the cotton softness at her 
wings. 

Agatha #3 melted back into Tedros’ body, the prince lunging to her side. 

Agatha #1 reverted to Japeth, the stunned Snake swiveling to Agatha 
#2, the real Agatha, already far away in the sky, rescued by Sophie’s 
magical dress. 

“Mother... ,” Tedros breathed. 

“One more test left.” His mother held on to him. “You killed your 
princess.” 

Tedros’ eyes widened. 

Guinevere smiled weakly. “You had your plan and I had mine.” 

“This can’t be the end... ,” Tedros wept. 

“Make no mistake. You won this test, Tedros,” his mother said. “By 
getting us here. By loving Agatha so strongly. Somewhere Arthur must 
have known. That your love would set all of us free.” Her grip loosened. 
“Your father and I will meet again. And he will forgive me. Because we 
made you. Our son. The King. This is how it’s meant to end. It always was. 
With me finally a mother to you . . . With Lance waiting for me...” 

She drew a breath and let him go, the cloud swallowing her up, staining 
red, like a rose dipped in color. Tedros hunched over, head in hands, letting 
out a ravaged howl. He raised raw eyes to the Snake, the prince breathing 
fire. Japeth’s face hardened, his scims turning to spikes. Both boys surged 
for the other, enemies primed for war— 

From within the cloud, red smoke shot up into the sky, smashing the 
two apart. The red smoke roiled higher, thicker, as if the once-queen’s blood 


had become air, expanding into a storm cloud over the Celestium, taking the 
shape of a Lion. Arthur’s voice thundered: 


“You have done what I asked. 
Both of you. 

The second test done. 

One more test remains, 

Two kings still in the race. 
The final trial awaits.” 


Beneath the clouds on which Tedros and Japeth lay, the sky broke open 
like a portal, revealing a familiar landscape. 

The royal gardens of Camelot. 

A mountain of rubble where a statue used to be. 

Arthur’s sword trapped in the stone. 


“Excalibur,” spoke the king. “The Lion’ Grail.” 


The blade glowed gold with magic, vibrating faster, harder, before it 
shattered the stone with a thunderous crack! and vaulted high into the night 
like a beacon. But then another Excalibur appeared next to it... then 
another... glowing just as gold, just as brightly, then more and more and 
more, repeating infinitely across the sky, again and again, until the galaxy 
was nothing but the king’s sword. 


“Find the grail,” Arthur ordered. 

“Find Excalibur. 

Free it once and for all. 

He who does will be king. 

He who fails . . . will pay with his head.” 


A million Excaliburs shined in the dark, each perfection, each the same. 

Lording over five small shadows. 

One who would be King. 

The Lion roared— 

Swords stabbed down like Pens to a page, slashing open the sky with 
blinding light and swallowing all of Man’s fate with it. 
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es 25 
TEDROS 


Game of Swords 


“How are you going to propose?” Lancelot had asked him. They were 
swimming in the ice-cold sea a few miles from the castle, just the two of 
them, while Guinevere accompanied Agatha to dress fittings for the 
coronation. It had only been a few days since they’d all come to Camelot 
from the School for Good and Evil. Only a few days since the war against 
Rafal had ended with the School Master dead and a new alliance between 
Camelot and the School, the Woods’ two greatest powers. The future 
seemed filled with hope and promise. So much so that when Lance had 
barreled into Tedros’ chambers at the crack of dawn, demanding the prince 
come swim with him, for once Tedros decided to be agreeable and tagged 
along. 





“Well?” Lancelot pressed, now that they were deep in frigid waters, the 
winter sun doing nothing to warm them. “If you’re going to ask her to 
marry you, you better have a plan.” 

“A plan Pll keep to myself, thank you,” the prince replied, trying to stop 
his teeth from chattering, given Lance looked perfectly comfortable. “I 
hope now that you and Mother are going to live with us, it won’t make you 
think I care about your opinion. You’re not my father and you never will 
be.” 

Lancelot grinned a dirty smile. “Haven’t thought about how you’re 
going to do it, have you.” 

Tedros glanced at the wild-maned brute with a hairy chest, all leathered 
and brawny where the prince was smooth and lean, his skin pinking at 
every stab of cold. “What do you care? You never asked my mother to 
marry you.” 

“Your mother had the choice to marry me, but chose Arthur instead. In 
the end, it wasn’t what she was looking for,” Lancelot replied. “So we had 
to find something else to call what Gwen and I have.” 

“Like what?” 


“Love.” 

Tedros looked at him. 

“That’s why it matters how you propose,” said the knight. “Because if 
it’s marriage you’re trying to get her to agree to, well, then that’s easy 
enough. Any king can make an offer a girl can’t refuse. The pull of duty 
and honor, the promise of riches and fame, the carving of a name into 
history. It’s why Gwen couldn’t say no to your father and why any girl 
won't say no to you. But if it’s love you're offering, love bigger than 
marriage, love that will last forever . . . well, that’s a very different proposal 
indeed. Because a girl can only say yes to that once. Like your mother did 
to me.” 

Tedros took this in, so lost in his thoughts that he didn’t see Lancelot’s 
big, meaty hand reach up behind him and dunk his head into the sea. 

“Why are you such an ass?” Tedros spewed, spitting salty water. 

“Someone needs to teach the cub how to be a lion, don't he?” Lance 
chuckled. 

By the time they swam back to shore, Tedros had scrapped his original 
plan for asking Agatha to marry him. Soon, a new proposal brewed in his 
heart: one that he didn’t second-guess. He didn’t share it with anyone. Not 
Lance. Not Merlin. Not his mother. Not a soul, until his princess on the day 
he chose. Since that day, neither he nor Agatha had spoken of it to each 
other or anyone else. What had happened was too sacred, too private to live 
outside their own hearts. 

It's why when Tedros watched that fourth Agatha lie about the proposal, 
telling a version that resembled nothing of the truth, he’d felt so offended, 
so violated . . . that his mother had known he would confuse her for a 
Snake. 


“TEDROS?” HIS MOTHER’S voice spoke. 

He opened his eyes to a wet, glacial darkness, as if he was trapped deep 
under the sea. 

“Tedros?” the voice spoke again. 

Not his mother. 

Someone else. 

A body climbed on top of him, light but bony, before thin, warm fingers 
touched his eyes, pulling away a cold veil. Sun blinded him, blotting out 
everything except his snow-dusted princess, panting softly, pink cheeks 


tinged blue, her cloak crusted with ice as if she’d been buried in it. More 
snow fell from the sky, filling Tedros’ eyes where Agatha had just scraped it 
away. The prince turned his neck and saw heaps of snow blocking his view, 
as if he, too, had been buried before his princess dug him up. 

A short while ago, they’d been in the hot fog of the desert. Tan lines 
peeked from under his father’s ring. Sand was caked to his chest and 
armpits under his lace-up shirt, no defense against this cold. One thing was 
for sure: they weren’t in Shazabah anymore. 

He looked at Agatha. “What is this place?” 

Her throat bobbed, her big brown eyes lifting beyond the prince, as if 
Tedros was asking the wrong question. 

Tedros rocked to his knees, craning over the mounds of snow— 

He fell backwards in surprise. 

Everywhere he looked... 

Swords. 

The same sword. 

Excalibur, trapped blade-first in snow, again and again, the lion-carved 
hilts jutting out of the white landscape, every six or seven feet, thousands 
and thousands of them, as far as the eye could see. 

Tedros stumbled to his feet, lurching for the nearest one. He grabbed it 


The sword crumbled to black dirt. 

He tried another one. Another. Another. 

All withered. 

Suddenly Tedros understood. That vision in the night sky. Arthur’s 
prophecy of Excalibur hidden for him or the Snake to find... 

It was here. 

The third test had begun. 

“Where is it?” said Tedros, yanking more and more swords, his shirt and 
breeches spattering with dirt. “Where’s the real one?” 

But Agatha was gazing out at sunlit snow, as if these too were the 
wrong questions. She looked back at her prince. 

“Where’s Sophie?” she asked. 

Silence hung between them. 

Pink lightning shocked the sky, followed by a puff of pink smoke, 
somewhere in the distance. 

Tedros and Agatha glanced at each other. 


Then they started running. 


NEITHER SAID A word as they sprinted across snow, Tedros sweeping his 
hand across hilts and turning them to dust. He knew in his heart that the 
final test couldn’t be won by luck, but still, he touched as many as he could, 
watching swords vanish as he tried to keep up with his princess, who was 
heading straight for where they’d seen the pink smoke. He heard Agatha 
holding her breath, which reminded Tedros to keep breathing, even if every 
breath brought with it thoughts of Rafal and Japeth and Aric and how 
Tedros had played the part of the last, the prince willing to kiss his own 
enemy to send him to hell . . . only to kill someone else instead... 

My mother. 

I killed my mother. 

He buried his guilt and anguish, holding on to the peace in Guinevere’s 
face as she let him go. 

“Lance is waiting for me...” 

It was what his mother wanted. To be reunited with her knight. 

But not before protecting her son. Not before sacrificing herself to get 
him to the last test. 

To Excalibur. 

The Lion’s Grail, his father called it. 

The sword that once rejected Tedros as king. 

The sword he now had to find and claim. 

Not that he had the faintest clue how. He couldn’t possibly touch every 
impostor blade in sight; nor did he know how far this gameboard of 
Excaliburs would go on or whether the Snake had a better plan to win or 
where the Snake even was... 

Or where I am, Tedros reminded himself, still flummoxed by the terrain. 
The Frostplains, maybe? But the snow was too soft, the land too rugged... 
He considered other options—Maidenvale, Altazarra, even Netherwood— 
but there was nothing to orient him, no town or castle or sea or something 
that might clue him to where they were . . . just more swords and more 
snow, as if they were stretching the bounds of the world, into the Endless of 
the Endless Woods. 

“Hurry, Tedros!” Agatha urged, outpacing him. 

“What happens if you touch one?” Tedros called out. 

“Nothing happens! It’s your test!” 


“Just try it!” 

Agatha seized a sword by the hilt—it resisted her pull, staying trapped 
in the snow as if it were stone. “See? Worry about them later! We need to 
find Sophie!” she harped, running faster. 

“We need to find my sword!” said Tedros. 

But unless the real sword glowed like a beacon or sent up a flare or sang 
to him like a siren, this hunt would take a very long time. 

And what if I do find it somehow? 

Excalibur rejected me as king. 

Will it reject me again? 

Another bolt of pink lightning jolted the earth in front of them, sending 
a shockwave of pink light across a swathe of swords, disintegrating them 
into smoke. The pink mist fogged Tedros and Agatha in, the prince 
following his princess’s coughs before he found her, taking her arm and 
waving away smoke, until it finally cleared. 

A boy peered back at them. 

He was stringy and mop-haired, dressed in a purple velvet suit, his 
hands cupped around an orb of pink lightning. 

Instantly Tedros shielded his princess and grabbed the nearest sword, 
only to turn it to dust. “Damn things!” Tedros lit his fingerglow, pointing it 
haphazardly at the stranger. “Stay back, whoever you are!” 

But Agatha was already moving towards the brown-headed lad, with 
full eyebrows, high cheekbones, and green eyes that blinked behind 
spectacles. 

“Merlin?” Agatha said. 

“I was wondering when you two would wake up,” the young wizard 
spoke with a singsong tone, before casting the ball of lightning and clearing 
more swords. 

Tedros goggled. “But... you’re... you’re tall...” 

“That’s the Tedros I remember. I’m finally past the age of wetting the 
bed and calling you Tee Tee and the first thing you talk about is height,” 
said the boy. “Maybe it’s because most princes the Storian writes about are 
tall and you are... not.” 

Tedros looked like he’d been slapped. 

“Oh, Merlin, we missed you,” Agatha breathed, hugging him. 

“Pm still the same boy who thought you were my Mama. Just capable 
of full sentences now,” the young wizard chuckled, smoothing his purple 


suit. “First night was terrible. A six-year-old on his own? I was scared out 
of my wits. Then I shot up a foot overnight and my whole body felt like it 
might rip apart. Kept trying to wake you, but the magic that dropped us here 
affected you both more than me. After a while, I was just plain bored, 
waiting for you to get up. Tried to use the time to recover my own magic. 
Only figured out this sword-clearing spell just now. Puberty will probably 
start tomorrow. Oof. I don’t remember loving it the first time. At least it’ ll 
only last a few days instead of a few years.” 

Tedros was still gawking at him. “But how did you—” 

“Hester’s potion,” Agatha realized, her hand in her coat. “Where is it?” 

Merlin’s blue hat flounced up from the snow, raggedy and dented, and 
belched out the vial from its mouth. 

“Nicked it off you and took it each day on schedule. You missed the 
worst of it: at eight, I had a bout of chicken pox and spent most of the day 
mummified in snow to stop from itching . . . at nine, I rebelled against my 
hat’s ruthless insistence I eat vegetables and nearly beat the thing to 
death . . . then at ten, all my baby teeth fell out,” said the wizard, pointing at 
a pile of white shells in the snow. “Tomorrow Pll officially be a teenager. 
Bet Hat’s excited about that.” (Merlin’s cap made a loud fart noise.) 

Agatha blanched. “So that means we’ve been asleep for... .” 

“Six days, eight hours, and twenty-three minutes,” the boy wizard 
chimed. 

“Six days?” said Agatha. 

“Wait! If you’re almost thirteen, surely you remember your old life 
now!” Tedros jumped in. “You can tell us why my father made the 
tournament. You can help me win the third test! You can fix everything!” 

“I’m twelve, Tedros. I can barely concentrate on anything other than 
growing pains, how badly I need a bath, and the first pimple I got an hour 
ago, which magic won’t make go away,” said Merlin, puffing at his hair. “I 
remember most of my old life before I turned into a baby, along with my 
usual command of language, thank heavens, because if I had to speak in the 
stunted gargles of an adolescent, I’d gag myself with my hat. And yet, my 
command of magic is juvenile, my best spells erased from my memory. 
Maybe with each day Pll remember more, but who knows? And no, I don’t 
have a clue where the real Excalibur is or how to find it or what your father 
was up to when he made this tournament, because as far as I can remember, 
he kept the details secret from me. I don’t know much of anything about his 


tests at all, other than that your enemy seems to be struggling as much as 
you are.” 

Tedros followed the boy’s gaze to the blinding glare of sun. The prince 
shielded his eyes and made out gold letters where he hadn’t seen them 
before. They were small and far away, as if he and his princess were on 
another planet, Lionsmane’s words faint against the sky. 


Your king has returned to Camelot, only to find Excalibur missing 
and hidden in the Woods. King Arthur’s final test. Help me find it. 
Help the Lion win, so that Excalibur takes the head of Tedros the 
Snake. All of you are my Eagle now. He who finds the real sword 
shall be rewarded! 


“Message has been up for five days, so clearly no one’s found it,” said 
Merlin. 

“Japeth’s at Camelot?” Agatha asked. “Must have been dropped there, 
then.” 

“Wait. So he gets dropped at Camelot. Rafal’s son. At my castle. By my 
dad,” Tedros growled, “and we get dropped in a middle-of-nowhere 
snowhole?” 

“Not exactly nowhere,” said Merlin. He flicked his fingers and 
magically swelled the snow beneath his and Agatha’s feet, raising the 
mound higher and higher, until the wizard and princess were fifty feet 
above ground. 

“What about me?” Tedros shouted below. 

“Oops,” said the young wizard, flicking fingers quickly— 

The snow ruptured under Tedros’ feet, sending him plummeting ten feet 
into ice. “MERLIN!” 

“Still rusty!” Merlin called, with a wink at Agatha, before springing 
Tedros up on a spout of snow. 

“This is pointless. I just see more swords,” wet Tedros groused, glaring 
into endless white— 

Only it wasn’t endless, he realized now. 

In the distance, he could see a house on a hill. 

A small farm cottage, breaking up the sweep of snow. 

The same farmhouse where he and his princess once came to hide from 
the same School Master whose son threatened them now. 


“Agatha?” he rasped. 

But she was looking upwards, straight into the gray sky, which upon 
closer inspection had a flat, undulating sheen as if it was a glass wall, 
hiding waves of water behind it... 

Not just water. 

Hiding something else too. 

A face. 

Spying on them from behind the sky, before it vanished back into the 
lake from which it came. 

“Always summer here when the Lady was in good spirits,” said Merlin. 
“Her mood has changed, it seems.” 

“But why are we here?” Tedros asked Merlin. “Why would Dad drop us 
in Avalon and Japeth at the castle?” 

“Who’s to say it was your dad and not you who decided that we be 
dropped here?” said Merlin, cocking a brow, suddenly looking like the 
wizard Tedros knew, despite his twelve-year-old form. “Japeth would have 
wished to return to the castle where he could seek the people’s help to win 
the last test. Maybe deep down, you knew coming here would be your best 
chance to find the sword.” 

Tedros crossed his arms. “Doesn’t make sense. Why would I come to 
the Lady of the Lake? What does she have to do with Excal—” 

His eyes widened. 

Merlin grinned crookedly. “Everything to do with it, Tee Tee. She did 
make it, after all.” 

The prince swallowed. “We have to talk to her, don’t we?” 

“You need to talk to her,” said the wizard boy. “Can’t remember the 
specifics, but I have the vague feeling she hates me. Old me, I mean.” 

“While you were gone, she tried to kill me,” said Tedros. 

“Mmm, maybe Agatha, then,” the wizard murmured. 

They turned to the girl between them. 

She was still looking into the sky. 

“So let me get this straight,” Agatha spoke finally. “Japeth wished to 
return to Camelot. Tedros wished to come to Avalon...” 

She leveled with the two boys. 

“So where did Sophie wish to go to?” 


cue ts 
SOPHIE 
Don’t Talk to Strangers 


“Y oo-hoo! Boys!” Dean Rowenna sang at the bottom of the staircase, 
smacking a ruler against her palm. “Hurry up or someone else will find the 
sword first!” 

Sounds of commotion echoed from the top floor. 

“Emilio! Arjun! Pierre-Eve! And the rest of you whose names I haven’t 
learned yet!” She rapped the ruler on the banister. “Get your bottoms 
downstairs at once!” 





Eight boys trampled down the steps of Arbed House, uniform shirts 
half-buttoned, boots untied, faces in various stages of cleanliness, all with 
Lion pins on their lapels. Arjun tripped on the last stair, toppling the others 
in a domino fall. 

“Now I see why Arbed boys are kept separate from the rest of the 
school,” said Dean Rowenna. 

“Sorry, Dean Rowenna,” Arjun panted. “Dean Brunhilde said we have 
to say our prayers and brush our teeth and step in the bath for at least five 


seconds every morning or the Evil will get in.” 

Dean Rowenna lowered her spectacles, revealing emerald eyes, her lips 
painted matching green, her black hive of hair speared with a pencil and her 
nose anointed with a big brown wart. She wore a black whipstitch skirt, a 
green ruffled blouse, and long green boots that shined against black 
stockings. “Well, Dean Brunhilde isn’t here, is she? Gone to help the Lion 
find his sword. Called upon by King Rhian himself, since he used to be her 
student right here, in this very house. Which is why Rhian sent me, his 
beloved cousin Rowenna, to take Brunhilde’s place as your Dean. And now 
we, too, will assist the Lion in winning the tournament’s last test.” She 
leaned in, green eyes sparkling. “Because I know for a fact Excalibur is 
somewhere here in Foxwood. Which means we’re going to find it, aren’t 
we?” 

A dark-skulled boy looked suspicious. “Whole Woods is covered in 
swords. How do you know the real one’s in Foxwood? If that’s true, 
wouldn’t everyone be searching here?” 

“Emilio’s right. How would you know where King Arthur hid his 
sword?” said a boy at once bald and littered with dandruff. 

“No one can know where the sword is. They all look exactly the same,” 
a boy said, dark skin still damp from his bath. “And it’s not like we’ll even 
know if we find it. Every time I grab one, it stays stuck in the dirt.” 

“And if we do find something suspicious and write the king, he sends 
his guards to investigate and they probably have a thousand false leads 
already,” said Emilio. 

“Plus, why would King Rhian ask Dean Brunhilde to help him instead 
of a wizard or sorcerer?” Arjun peppered. “And why didn’t Dean Brunhilde 
say bye to us? And why is the wart on your nose a different size every 
day?” 

“Questioning your new Dean with such arrogance! Speaking so rudely 
to the blood cousin of the king! All of you!” Dean Rowenna chided. “I see 
why your households sent you here to be reformed. No matter. I’ll have the 
Evil out of you soon enough. As to how I know the sword’s whereabouts, 
let’s call it a Dean’s intuition. And since I’m Rhian’s cousin, there’s no need 
to piddle with guards. I have a direct line to the Lion himself! Come, my 
loves. Whoever finds Excalibur will accompany me to tell the king!” 

“I'm gonna find it!” Arjun yelped, bolting out the door. 

“No, I will!” cried the bald boy. 


“Wait for me!” shouted another, and another, until all eight were gone, 
even stink-eyed Emilio. 

Dean Rowenna watched them go, her smile tightening, before she 
followed them out to the courtyard, packed with autumn leaves and swords 
fallen from the sky, her boys yanking uselessly at the hilts. 

They were right, of course. 

There was no way to find Excalibur. 

But she was a witch, after all. 

And witches always find a way. 


SOPHIE COULDN’T BE sure how she ended up in Foxwood, but she had a 
pretty good idea. 

It was that moment in the Celestium. 

After Arthur had revealed the third test, when a thousand Excaliburs 
stabbed through the night and ripped open the sky. As she fell, two portals 
appeared: one to Camelot’s castle, taking Japeth .. . one to Avalon’s lake, 
taking Agatha and Tedros... 

Sophie could feel herself wanting to chase Japeth, to kill him and finish 
the job this time. In a flash, she was pulled towards the Camelot portal. 
Then her heart jolted, wishing to be with Agatha, and her body swerved 
towards the Avalon portal. She had a split second to choose who to follow, 
to wish for where she wanted to go next... 

Which is how she’d ended up falling into bushes near shirtless lads 
playing rugby, a second before swords rained down from the midnight sky, 
sending the boys scattering for their lives. 

As Sophie caught her breath in the bushes, Evelyn Sader’s dress 
magically camouflaging her, one might think this is precisely where Sophie 
had asked the universe to send her—a harem of athletic, teenage males— 
but it wasn’t. 

To Sophie’s own surprise, she’d forgone her wish to kill Japeth or stay 
with Agatha and made a third wish instead. 

A wish to help Tedros win the last test. 

Right then and there, a new portal had opened, and this is where it had 
sent her. 

Foxwood. 

Which meant the answer to the last test must be here. 

Excalibur was in Foxwood. 


Except there were swords everywhere, she’d realized as she slipped out 
of the bushes, scanning the blades blanketing the field and streets beyond. 
A few night owls poked their heads out of windows and, seeing the new 
landscape, promptly ducked back into their houses. Hiding in the shadows, 
Sophie grabbed at a few hilts, but they didn’t budge. Which they wouldn’t, 
of course, until the true king pulled the true Excalibur. 

She had to make sure that king was Tedros. 

But there were obstacles. First off, she was a Wanted girl, with Japeth’s 
men surely hunting her. And she was famous in the Woods, with most 
kingdoms still thinking she was Camelot’s queen. The moment she was 
spotted lurking around, word would get back to the Snake. Plus, there was 
Foxwood’s sheer size, with countless swords alone within its vast borders. 
To find Excalibur, she’d need help. Manpower she could supervise until 
there was an inkling of Arthur’s grail... 

That’s when she saw where she’d fallen. 

A gray castle towered above her, bright gold letters carved into stone. 


THE FOXWOOD SCHOOL FOR BOYS 


Boys, Sophie thought. 
A castle full of them... 
And weren’t some of those boys missing a Dean? 


SIX DAYS LATER, Sophie roamed the dead grass around Foxwood’s vales, 
drearily inspecting another cluster of swords while her students’ voices 
carried from cottage lanes. 

“This one looks suspicious!” Arjun’s voice piped. “The hilt is marked!” 

“With crow poo, you idiot!” Pierre-Eve yelled. 

“Emilio, where you going!” said Arjun. “Headmistress told us not to 
talk to strangers!” 

A good Dean would go check on Emilio, Sophie thought, but she kept 
walking in the opposite direction of her students. Her eyes glazed over more 
swords, on and on and on, her fists balling with frustration. Suddenly, she 
kicked a blade, then kicked it harder, scuffing its steel. She slapped it with a 
stun spell for good measure, which ricocheted off the handle and knocked 
her on her rump. Sophie blinked into the murky sky, Lionsmane’s message 
still appealing for the Woods’ help. 


Clearly, Japeth was having as much luck as she was. 

Rafal’s son... 

And to think she’d kissed that demon at their “wedding.” 

Not by her own volition, but still. A kiss is a kiss. 

Wherever in hell he was, Rafal must be laughing. 

He’d had his revenge. 

For now. 

Her time was coming. 

But first she had to get off the ground, her body still throbbing as she 
lumbered to her feet. She was tired of looking at the same sword over and 
over with no clue what she was looking for. She was tired of babysitting 
smelly boys and reading them stories where Good always won and eating 
their ghastly meals, which Dean Brunhilde had made them cook to learn 
“personal responsibility.” She was tired of getting her hopes up every time a 
student showed her a sword, insisting it was “The One,” only to find a bee 
nest on the hilt or steel sprayed with skunk stench or a blade caught in 
tumbleweeds. She was tired of disguising herself to be a Dean, tired of 
Evelyn’s dress hiding her beauty, tired of the wart she’d conjured on her 
nose. Most of all, she was tired of missing Agatha. 

“This is stupid,” she growled out loud as if hoping some cosmic voice 
would reassure that she’d made the right wish to come here. . . that the 
sword was indeed close for her to find... 

A horn blared in the distance. 

It was the Headmistress’s signal, herding the rest of the Foxwood 
schoolboys on their hunt for the sword. The horn usually sounded at 1:00 
p.m., starting the hunt, and sounded again at 3:00 p.m., to signal the boys 
back to class. Each day, Sophie spied on their efforts, in case one of them 
found Excalibur, which would send her dashing off to Avalon to tell Tedros. 
Not that any of them did, of course—including the boys who’d bought 
phony “Excalibur Detectors” at the market, the sons of blacksmiths who 
insisted they’d know a king’s sword when they saw one, or the cocky, big- 
talking lads who claimed to have a drop of Arthurian blood in their veins. 
Meanwhile, Sophie made it a point to send her own students home for these 
two hours so she could peek in on the schoolboys undisturbed. (That 
Foxwood lads tended to be deliriously handsome had nothing to do with it.) 
Until now, Sophie had also managed to avoid the school’s Headmistress, 
which meant she’d eluded pesky questions about where Dean Brunhilde 


had gone. But today, the Headmistress’s horn had come much earlier than 
usual. It wasn’t even half-past ten. 

Sophie knew she should find her group and hide them in the forest until 
the second horn in case the Headmistress or other meddling boys came this 
way. But she didn’t have the energy to wrangle pesky Arjun or insolent 
Emilio or hoggish Jorgen, who never used a toilet he didn’t miss. Why was 
it that her story always brought her back to being a steward of dark souls 
and misanthropes? Was the Storian trying to tell her something? That no 
matter how she wished her story would go, it would end with her being a 
Dean somewhere? Perhaps that was the original sin: leaving her post as 
Evil’s Dean to marry Rhian. Because if she hadn’t left school, if she’d 
stayed loyal to her Nevers and turned Rhian down, then none of this would 
have happened. She’d still be stalking the halls of Lady Lesso’s old tower 
and Tedros would be on his throne. 

But she didn’t want to be a Dean anymore, Sophie reminded herself. 
Not there or here or anywhere else. She didn’t want to be like Lesso or 
Dovey or Brunhilde— 

Why? 

All were formidable, intelligent, strong. All were leaders she admired, 
with honor and wisdom and conviction. What else did Sophie want from a 
life? Why couldn’t she be happy as a Dean? What was missing? 

Tears stung her eyes, the answer so obvious. 

Love. 

The first of the holy trinity. 

Love. Purpose. Food. 

As Dean, she could have Purpose. She could have Food and earthly 
delights. But like Lesso and Brunhilde and Dovey before her, Sophie would 
never have Love. For that was the rule, wasn’t it? To be a good Dean in this 
world, you sacrificed all attachments and devoted yourself to your students. 
It wasn’t meant to be a punishment. By the time you became a Dean, you 
should have had your fun. You were ready to put others’ needs before your 
own, like a mother would for her child. 

But Sophie’s life had only just begun. She wasn’t ready at all. True, she 
had Agatha, but Agatha had Tedros, who she’d likely marry and then 
there’d be babies (ick) and then what would become of her? The spinster 
best friend? The eternal third wheel? She could picture it now: giving baby 
Tedros a bath and pureeing his green peas while Agatha and Teddy were off 


at a court ball. At night, she’d hug a pillow as she slept, her substitute for 
love. But it wasn’t being alone that was the problem. Sophie didn’t fear 
loneliness. She’d be perfectly happy in a chateau by herself until the end of 
her days, feasting on caviar and cucumbers, soaking in milk baths and 
taking vigorous massages. Indeed, that’s what most people would expect 
from her. Sophie, who answered to no one. Sophie, who’d learned to be 
happy on her own... But there was no surprise in that ending. Nothing that 
would challenge her or make her grow. Couldn’t there be another end? 
Another chance at Ever After, even if she’d failed all her chances thus far? 

As tears and feelings flowed, she looked up to a dark forest. How long 
had she been walking on her own? Where had she left the boys? Her 
stomach was gurgling, her forehead clammy. She suddenly felt faint. Was it 
the lingering effects of her spell that had knocked her on her bum? Or that 
hellish broccoli quiche the boys made last night? She knew she should turn 
back before she got too lost, but now she spotted a seed of light through the 
trees, an opening out of the forest. Perhaps she could find some chickweed 
or dandelion to appease her stomach . . . Her pulse slowed, her body weaker 
with every step. The corners of her mind drew in, but she couldn’t let 
herself pass out. Not here, where no one would find her. She struggled 
between trunks and over tangled twigs, breathing shallower, shallower, 
before she finally limped out of the forest, stumbling into the light— 

Sophie went still. 

A sun-soaked wheat field stretched before her, the tall, golden reeds up 
to her ears. A breeze swept through, bowing the wheat to the ground, 
revealing dozens of swords glinting between stalks, their Lion-carved hilts 
shimmering. And in the middle of these swords, bent over, inspecting each 
one... 

A boy. 

His hair was light brown, his Foxwood school shirt slung over his 
shoulder, his sweat-drenched chest burly and strong. He sensed Sophie’s 
presence and looked up with big gray eyes. 

Sophie’s heart thundered. Her head spun. 

“Chaddick?” she gasped. 

The boy rushed towards her— 

But she had already fallen. 


“DRINK THIS,” THE voice ordered. 


Sophie pried her eyes open to a blurry silhouette, holding a glass of 
creamy goo to her lips. She was on a bed, her head propped by pillows, her 
blouse scattered with wheat. Her temples spasmed, making her gaze squinty 
and wet. Slowly, the boy came into focus, with thick eyebrows, a 
commanding nose, and that surly Chaddick mouth. But he was tall. And 
Chaddick wasn’ tall. So this couldn’t be Chaddick. Her rescuer was 
someone else entirely, a thought that made Sophie sit up with a kittenish 
smile... only to remember she wasn’t Sophie, but Dean Rowenna, with 
ugly clothes and a fat wart. 

“What’s in it?” she asked, pointing at the glass. 

“Bananas, yogurt, and coconut,” the boy replied. “Will get you back on 
your feet.” 

Sophie didn’t like any of those things, but she sucked it down, ignoring 
the syrupy taste as her eyes roved the room: a smooth blue mural of a 
knight fighting a dragon, a closet full of boys’ clothes and boots, and the 
four-post bed she was on now, with stiff navy sheets. “Where am I?” 

“My brother’s room. Carried you up here,” said the boy. “Would have 
kept you downstairs . . . but it’s not habitable at the moment.” 

“So you knew our brother?” a voice asked. 

Sophie turned to a younger boy at the door, with messy ash-blond hair 
and sad blue eyes. “Cedric said you thought he was Chaddick,” he 
explained, nodding at the older lad. 

Cedric smiled. “This is Caleb,” he said, shepherding the tiny boy in and 
hugging him to his side. “Chaddick is our middle brother.” His smile 
tempered. “Was, I mean.” 

“This is Chaddick’s . . . house?” Sophie asked, surprised. 

A swaggering, gray-eyed portrait at school came to mind: Chaddick of 
Foxwood. 

“That’s his bed you’re on now,” Cedric confirmed, quietly. “Mother 
wanted to keep the room just as he left it.” 

Caleb teared up. “Don’t even know who killed him.” 

The Snake, Sophie wanted to say. Killed him in cold blood. While the 
Lady of the Lake watched and did nothing to save him. 

“Last we heard, Chaddick was going to be lead knight for Tedros. That 
was his quest after finishing school,” said Cedric. He clenched his teeth, 
holding down emotion. “Doesn’t deserve to be king, that Tedros. A real 
king protects his knights. Chaddick would tell me to forgive him. To stand 


behind King Tedros instead of King Rhian. But I’m not as pure-hearted as 
Chaddick was. That’s why he made it into the School for Good.” 

Another family torn apart by the Snake, Sophie thought. Another fairy 
tale cut short. “Chaddick was so loyal to Tedros,” she said, her eyes on the 
mural. The knight in the mural looked just like him: dark blond and barrel- 
chested, chasing fearlessly at dragons. “Charming, courageous in every 
way. All the girls loved him. Boys too. He was rock solid. The one you 
could count on.” 

She glanced back and saw the two boys gazing at her. 

“Uh, how did you know Chaddick?” Cedric asked. 

Sophie blinked. “From school—” She cleared her throat, sitting 
straighter. “Foxwood School, I mean. Where I’m a new Dean. Chaddick 
and I crossed paths once. A fish market in Abu-Abu. Now, if you’ll excuse 
me, I have to get back to my students.” 

She rushed out of the room, stumbling down the stairs— 

Sophie froze. 

The bottom floor of the house had been smashed in, shattered blue tiles 
blanketing the living room. Sophie squinted up at a hole in the blue-tiled 
roof, sunlight catching the flurries of dust. The source of the roof’s hole lay 
in the center of the room: a Lion-hilted sword, stabbed into a heap of blue, 
broken stone. 

Sophie maneuvered through the wreckage to the front door of the house 
and pulled it open. Stepping onto the porch, she surveyed the quiet 
Foxwood streets, scattered with Excaliburs, a few young schoolboys 
jogging around and inspecting them. Colorful cottages lined the vales, all of 
them fully intact. 

“Unlucky,” a voice sighed. 

She turned to see Cedric at the door. 

“We’re the only house that was hit,” he said. 

A horn sounded in the distance. 

Sophie looked up and noticed a woman in a rose-pink turban hustling 
towards them. 

“Caleb! Mother’s coming!” Cedric called into the house, before 
glancing back at Sophie. “Chaddick dies, then a sword hits us . . . Caleb’s 
too afraid to go to school. Mother has to keep checking on him. You said 
you're a Dean at Foxwood School? Mother will know you, then. She’ll be 
happy we nursed you back to health.” 


“I better be going. Have to gather my students,” Sophie replied quickly, 
about to take off in the opposite direction — 

“Headmistress Gremlaine, I found it!” a young boy hassled the turbaned 
woman, pointing at a sword. “There’s a dead mouse right by it. Must mean 
something!” 

“Horn sounded, Brycin. Head back to school,” Headmistress Gremlaine 
replied crisply, keeping on towards Sophie, who hadn’t moved. 

“Gremlaine? Chaddick was a Gremlaine?” Sophie asked Cedric. “Like 
Grisella Gremlaine?” 

“Wait. You knew?” Cedric said, wide-eyed. “That Chaddick was Aunt 
Grisella’s son?” 

Sophie’s heart jumped. “Grisella Gremlaine. Steward to King Arthur 
and King Tedros of Camelot? That Grisella Gremlaine? She was Chaddick’s 
mother?” 

“Oh, so you didn’t know.” Chaddick exhaled. “Caleb and I had no idea 
either. Mother only told us after Chaddick died. She thought it would make 
us feel less sad about his death if we knew he wasn’t our real brother. Only 
made it worse, really. No idea why Aunt Grisella didn’t raise him herself. 
But Caleb and I were lucky she didn’t. Chaddick was a real brother to us. 
We loved him so much.” His throat quavered. “Um, how do you know my 
aunt? Haven’t heard from her in months—” 

Sophie didn’t answer. She was watching the woman hustling towards 
her, with tan skin and sunken cheeks. 

Arthur... 

Rafal... 

Sader... 

Gremlaine... 

Sophie lost her breath. 

She knew where Excalibur was. 

She knew how Tedros could win. 

“Cedric, who’s that?” Headmistress Gremlaine called out, shielding her 
eyes from the sun. “I told you not to talk to strangers!” 

Cedric turned to his guest. “Didn’t you say you were—” 

But Sophie was already running. 

Away from the house. 

Away from Foxwood. 


She surged past the vales where she’d left her students, into the forest, 
chasing north towards Gillikin, where she could catch a fairy flight to 
Avalon — 

She stopped cold. 

“Emilio,” she gasped. 

The dark-skulled boy sat on a rock, all alone, in the middle of the 
Woods. 

“Been looking for you, Dean Rowenna,” he said. “Me and some 
friends.” 

“Go back to school,” Sophie panted. “P11 be there soon—” 

Emilio whistled with his fingers. 

Through the columns of trees, shadows appeared, sifting into dappled 
light. 

Lion crests gleamed on their chests. 

“Friends of King Rhian, actually,” said Emilio. “They wanted to meet 
you after I wrote them about you.” 

Emilio stared Sophie down as Camelot soldiers surrounded her. 

“You know. Since you’re his cousin.” 


„407 y 
TEDROS 
Ask the Lady 


Teedros didn’t love teenage Merlin. After trekking two miles through snow, 
it had been time for another dose of the wizard’s aging potion, the span 
from twelve to thirteen condensed into a single drop. And thirteen-year-old 
Merlin was as imperious and grandiose as eighty-year-old Merlin but also a 
moody, pubescent know-it-all, despite seeming to know nothing that could 
be of use. 

“Where are we going, Merlin? The Lady of the Lake already saw us,” 
said Agatha. “Clearly she doesn’t want to talk to us, let alone help.” 

“And she’s the only one who can let us out of this place,” Tedros added, 
using his hands and boots to turn more swords to dust, like a game of footie. 
“We’re trapped here, Merlin.” 

“Glad it was the witches who rescued me. You two would have given up 
at the first gust of wind,” Merlin replied, tossing pink lightning and clearing 
blades just as Tedros reached for another one. “I’m hungry again,” grumped 
the wizard boy. “No wonder Hansel and Gretel’s parents couldn’t keep food 
on the table. The kids probably ate it all, just like they did that witch’s 
house. Hat! Make me something with cheese!” 

“This is ridiculous, Merlin. You have to know where Dad hid Excalibur! 
It was you who helped August Sader leave clues for the first test!” Tedros 
said, light fading over the swordfields. “We saw your white stars in the 
Living Library. You gave Sader the stars’ magic—” 





“Because Professor Sader asked me for it,” Merlin snipped, munching 
on cheese-fried popcorn out of his hat, the boy’s scrawny frame snug in his 
purple suit. 

Tedros waited for him to elaborate, but instead Merlin paused at a sword 
in the snow. The prince’s heart swelled hopefully, only to see the wizard 
pulling at his face in the blade’s reflection. “Wow. Young skin is so elastic.” 

“And Professor Sader didn’t tell you what he wanted your magic for?” 
Agatha said, exasperated. 

“Yes, he told me every detail of Arthur’s tournament and I just enjoy the 
deadly consequences of not giving them to you,” Merlin huffed, with a loud 
burp. “Like I said, Arthur kept his second will hidden from me. For good 
reason. If he’d told me about a tournament to find his heir, I’d have asked 
why he doubted who his heir was in the first place. Clearly Arthur had 
secrets to keep. Secrets that Rafal and Evelyn Sader took advantage of.” 

“What about helping King Arthur see the future?” Agatha prodded. “His 
will said, ‘The future I have seen has many possibilities . . .’” 

“If I could see the future, do you think I would be here, decades 
younger than I’m supposed to be, battling my own hormones and your 
fruitless questions, instead of basking on the beaches of Samsara? Because 


that’s where I’d like to spend my future.” Merlin shoved his hat back on. 
“Once the work is done.” 

“When is that?” Tedros asked. 

“With you, the work is never done,” snapped the wizard child. 

That put an end to Tedros’ questions. 

They waded into an oak glen, between more snow-buried swords, past 
the twin graves of Tedros’ father and Tedros’ knight, to the old Wish Fish 
pond. 

“It's frozen over,” said Agatha, knocking on the solid surface, the fish 
obscured by ice. 

Tedros rankled. “Merlin, what are we doing here—” 

But the young wizard was elbow-deep in his hat, rustling around, before 
gently extracting a single, perfect strawberry. 

He laid it on the ice, seeded dimples catching the last rays of sun. 

Tedros and Agatha exchanged glances. Before either could speak, a 
bony hand stabbed through the ice, snatching the strawberry and drawing it 
under. Two dark eyes glared through the hole at the boy wizard. Then they 
widened, recognizing him. Merlin winked. The Lady of the Lake held her 
stare .. . then vanished beneath, the ice resealing. 

The prince and his friends were alone again, swords surrounding them, 
the snow hard and wet under their knees. Silence misted through the glen. 

“So,” said Tedros. “That was helpf—” 

By the time he finished his sentence, they were someplace else. 


A WHITE STONE tunnel. 

They’d magically reappeared between cold, cramped walls. 

“I know this place. It’s her castle,” Agatha remembered. “Sophie and I 
were trapped here once.” 

Tedros had never been inside the Lady of the Lake’s lair. Neither had 
Merlin, from the way the boy was probing around the tunnel. The few times 
Tedros had seen the castle within Avalon’s gates, he’d taken note of its 
smooth white stone, laced with vines of bright green apples, the castle free 
from any doors or openings. Only the Lady could grant permission to enter. 
Yet the Lady was nowhere to be found. 

“Which way do we go?” said Tedros. 

They were at a fork in the passage. Four routes they could take. 

“This way,” said Merlin, crouching on the floor. 


Agatha shined her fingerglow where he was pointing. 

Strawberry juice, dripping to the east. 

They followed the trail down a maze of damp, chilly corridors, halting 
at a dead-end wall. Only it wasn’t a dead end, Tedros saw now. The wall 
had been propped open like a hidden door, smoky light spilling through. 

Agatha took a deep breath, as if she knew precisely where they’d been 
led. Tedros and Merlin followed her inside. 

The Lady of the Lake was crouched against the wide rim of a cave, 
opening to a view of Avalon’s coast. Swords dotted these snow-soaked 
shores, the sunset glow of Lionsmane’s message reflected in the Savage 
Sea. The Lady watched the waves, her hands under her chin, her thighs 
drawn to her chest. White coils of hair matted her skull, her face a shriveled 
mask. 

“Every king or queen who wanted something from me brought me gold 
and silks and the rarest of jewels. But not you, Merlin. All those years ago. 
You brought me a strawberry. Me, the Woods’ most powerful sorceress, 
who lives on the dew of the wind.” 

The young wizard smiled. “Just because you don’t need something to 
live—” 

“—_doesn’t mean it’s not worth tasting,” the Lady finished, turning to 
him. “How bold you were. I thought you’d come to set me free. To love me 
for who I am, instead of what I can give. One kiss was all I asked, a kiss of 
true love... But you too wanted something. You asked that I watch over 
your young ward who had become king. That I help Arthur if he came to 
me for protection.” She took in the wizard’s moppy hair and rosy cheeks. 
“But now look at you. Younger than even that king was, with your old 
wisdom intact. However you've managed it... Pd make a deal with that 
devil.” 

“You already have. The same devil who kissed you and stole your 
magic,” the boy wizard cut back. “He is responsible for what I am now. 
And you know full well, Nimue.” Merlin glared through her. “Any deal 
made with that devil must be undone.” 

Nimue. It was the first time Tedros had heard the Lady of the Lake 
called by a name. 

She returned a fake, rotted smile. “I can’t undo anything, remember? No 
magic. A few powers are still left, of course. I am a born sorceress, after all. 
Until I use my Wizard Wish and take leave of this world. That day is 


coming... ’Til then, I have nothing to help you or anyone else. It’s a relief. 
No more visitors asking to see the future. No princes and wizards lurking in 
my realm to get something from me.” 

“That's not why we’re here—” Tedros said. 

“Liar,” the Lady flamed. “You want to find the sword. The sword I 
made for your father. The sword he left for a king. And you want to know if 
you are that king. Except I cannot tell you, dear prince. The future I showed 
your father has many possibilities. But only that. Possibilities. The rest is 
your fate to find out.” 

Tedros” legs jellied. He could hear Agatha holding her breath. Merlin, 
too, looked startled. 

“Possibilities,” said Tedros carefully. “Possibilities you showed my 
father.” 

The Lady gazed out at the herd of red-orange clouds. “When I looked 
into your father’s eyes, I saw a kindred soul. A soul blessed with great 
power and yet hungering for real love. At first, I thought he might be the 
one to set me free. But just as Aladdin saw a genie only as a path to a 
throne, Arthur saw me only as a means to protect his. But I believed in 
Arthur’s goodness. It's why I gave him Excalibur, so that he could defeat 
any enemy from the outside. Little did I know the true enemies in Arthur’s 
life would come from within.” 

She paused, the sun sliding deeper into the sea. 

“One evening, after Guinevere and Merlin had deserted him, he came to 
me, looking nothing like himself. His hair was wild, his eyes frenzied, his 
breath smelling of drink. He*d made a mistake, he told me. A mistake long 
ago that he thought had no consequences. But someone had come to his 
court who’d suggested otherwise .. . a Green Knight who Arthur then 
killed . . . Even so, Arthur was afraid others might know what the Knight 
did. That Arthur’s secret would come to light and destroy not only him but 
his kingdom and those he loved. He needed to see what would happen. He 
needed to see the future, so that he could fend off any harm that might be 
done ... He’d already gone to the School for Good and Evil, to his friend 
August Sader, but a seer like Sader cannot answer questions of what is to 
come, not without losing decades of life as punishment. Desperate, Arthur 
went to the School Master too, asking if the famed wizard had a spell or a 
crystal ball that might reveal the future. The School Master offered no 
answers and yet seemed amused, Arthur recalled, as if he knew precisely 


what disturbed the king... . But then, Arthur noticed the Storian behind the 
School Master’s back. The Storian that was telling King Arthur’s tale at the 
time—a pen that Arthur and his new advisors believed responsible for the 
downturns in the king’s fate. Indeed, Arthur had been considering ousting 
the Storian and taking its powers for himself as One True King. Except now 
the enchanted pen was writing something behind the School Master’s 
back... something only the king could see... ‘Ask the Lady.’ By the time 
the School Master had turned, the words had vanished. Arthur was stunned, 
of course. The Storian doesn’t address the reader. The Storian doesn’t jump 
ahead. And yet, now it had, as if the story was trying to lead him ... So he 
came to me, just as the Pen told him, asking to see the future. I didn’t 
question the Storian’s orders; I knew the Pen did not write out of turn 
without good reason. I pulled an apple from my breast, greenest of greens, 
and told the king any question he asked would be answered with a bite. I 
am not a seer, of course. But the Storian knew my power: to see all the 
routes a story might take, like an eagle from above . . . Arthur spoke his 
question out loud: ‘Who will have my throne?’ He bit into my apple. The 
future flashed through his mind. All the futures. All the possible answers to 
his question, like a wizard tree bloomed from a single fruit, his eyes filling 
with surprise, regret, terror. . . and hope. That is what I remember most. 
That delicate look in his eyes, two gleaming pearls of hope.” 

Tedros’ throat had gone dry. It was Agatha who managed words first: 
“You both knew all of this would happen?” 

“Could happen,” the Lady replied. “That’s why Arthur made a 
tournament. That’s why I kissed the king I did. Both of us wanted to make 
sure the right king ended up on the throne.” Her face clouded, light 
emptying in the cave. “But the future we saw had other possibilities, too. 
Futures we each thought we could escape. But that was our biggest mistake. 
Believing we could choose our fate. Because fate’s web is as vast as it is 
inescapable...” 

She hunched deeper into her ball. 

“Nimue,” Merlin spoke, low and urgent, “but surely you know where 
the real sword is?” 

“You made Excalibur. It’s your magic,” Tedros pressured. 

“You can save Tedros,” said Agatha fervently. “You can save all of us.” 

The Lady of the Lake didn’t look at them. High above the snow, her 
eyes remained on the blades swept over her realm, each a copy of the one 


she forged for a king long ago. Tears dotted her eyes, her gaunt fingers 
trembling. Finally, she turned, half-shadowed. 

“Why would you come to me? Asking me to save a king? When I failed 
the first time?” 

Tedros didn’t understand at first. But then he saw the look on her face. 
The same look he’d seen inside a crystal ball. It happened that last time they 
were in Avalon . . . He and Agatha had gone into the Lady’s memories. 
They’d seen the Lady kiss the Snake, as Chaddick lay dead on the shore. 
Tedros watched the Lady with Japeth, her face blushed with love. But as her 
and Japeth’s lips parted, her eyes gazing into his, her face changed. Love 
turned to fear, panic, guilt as if she knew she’d done something wrong ... 

Sweat trickled down Tedros’ back. 

The question isn’t who helped Arthur see the future, Hort had warned. 
The question is whether that person is on your side. 

“You made a mistake,” Tedros addressed the Lady. “The king you 
kissed. You knew it after you kissed him. You knew he wasn’t Arthur’s 
blood. I saw it in your face.” 

Merlin bristled. “This is Nimue we’re talking about, not some woeful 
first year at school. She is Good’s most reliable protector. The Woods’ 
greatest sorceress. She wouldn't smell Arthur’s blood for nothin—” He 
swallowed his words. The wizard’s young eyes shuddered. “Unless. . .” 

Agatha looked right at Merlin, as if she was in his head. “Unless,” she 
said softly. 

“Unless what?” Tedros said, glancing between them. 

The Lady curled her face into her hands. Outside, rain began to fall in 
hard, punishing drops, like tears from the sky. Darkness amassed over 
Avalon, Lionsmane’s golden appeal for a sword the only source of light. 

“What is it?” Tedros asked Agatha. 

She didn’t look at him. 

“Tell me!” Tedros demanded. 

“Two boys.” Agatha met his eyes, her voice sick. “There were two boys 
that day on the shore.” 

Tedros’ heart stopped. 

Chaddick. 

His knight had tracked the Snake to Avalon. He’d ignored all summons 
to come home, believing he could kill the Snake on his own. Instead, the 
Snake had attacked him, trailing his blood across the Lady’s realm. 


Chaddick limped to the Lady’s shores, screaming for help, begging her to 
save him from the Snake... 

She didn’t. 

She chose the Snake instead. 

The Lady sobbed into her hands. “I smelled Arthur’s blood in both 
boys. But one had an aura of magic, an overwhelming beauty. He promised 
me love, freedom, everything I wished. Your friend offered me nothing. He 
wanted only to protect you. The choice was obvious, of course. The 
beautiful boy was a trap. Your friend was the one to be saved. Except then I 
remembered the future Pd shown Arthur. All the futures. And in one of 
those futures, I’d made the wrong choice. I saved the wrong boy, bringing a 
snake into the Woods. I couldn’t let that happen! And yet, I didn’t know 
which boy was that snake. An eagle on high has no view to the details, only 
the possible paths. I had to make a choice. Fears overwhelmed me. Fear of 


making the wrong choice . . . fear of being tempted by love and yet also 
giving up my chance at it . .. My heart and head were at war, time against 
me... So I changed course. I chose to save the boy who promised love. 


Even if it went against my instincts. You understand, don’t you? I tried to 
do the right thing. I tried to avoid the fate we are living now. But in doing 
so, I only ensured it.” She shrank deeper into the shadows. “He took my 
magic, left me like this . . . It’s the punishment I deserved. The true blood of 
Arthur was dead. He was dead. Because of me, who was supposed to be his 
loyal guardian.” 

“I —I—I don’t understand. What does Chaddick have to do with 
Arthur’s blood?” Tedros questioned, his palms wet. 

“That’s why I haven’t used my Wizard Wish,” the Lady wept. “Because 
I couldn't leave this life . . . not until someone knew the truth .. .” 

“Chaddick was my knight. My schoolmate,” said Tedros. “He had 
nothing to do with my father—” 

“I did what I could to atone. I buried him near Arthur. Where he should 
be...” 

“What? You're not making sense—” Tedros fought, his chest throttling. 

“Two kings, side by side,” the Lady mourned. 

Tedros choked, “What are you saying—” 

“He’s the heir, Tedros.” 

Agatha’s voice hit like a stone. 

“Chaddick was your father’s heir,” said his princess. 


Tedros shook his head. “But... that’s .. . that’s not true,” he rasped, 
appealing to Merlin. 

The young wizard’s gaze was far away. “It’s how Rhian pulled 
Excalibur, isn’t it? Japeth knew Chaddick was Arthur’s heir. He must have 
hidden a drop of Chaddick’s blood on Rhian. And Excalibur sensed this 
blood of Arthur’s son, his eldest son . . . That's why the sword let Rhian 
take it from the stone. That’s why it denied Tedros all those months before 
the Snake appeared. Chaddick was still alive then. Tedros wasn t the king.” 

“That age potion’s warping your brain,” Tedros assailed. “You're 
talking in riddles—” 

But his words trailed off, a memory floating back. 

One he’d seen in a crystal of time. 

It came from the day Chaddick left to find knights for Tedros’ Round 
Table. Chaddick had stayed at Camelot in the week prior, Lady Gremlaine 
fussing and doting over him, far more than she ever did over Tedros or 
Agatha, as if Chaddick were the lord of the castle. While Chaddick readied 
his horse for the journey, Lady Gremlaine piled him with satchels with 
food, brushed his gray shirt which she’d had made for him that matched his 
eyes, a gold C on its collar, and again and again, she hovered over him, 
asking what else he needed. Agatha had remarked that it was only around 
Chaddick that she’d ever seen Lady Gremlaine smile. 

Now Tedros knew why. 

He was her son. 

Chaddick was Lady Gremlaine’s son. 

And King Arthur his father. 

A secret conceived in Sherwood Forest the night before Arthur married. 

A secret Rafal and Evelyn Sader came to know. 

Tedros was never Arthur’s eldest. 

Chaddick was. 

The true heir to the throne. 

Tedros looked at his hand. The carved silver ring cold on his finger. His 
voice was a whisper: “Dad gave it to me. Why?” 

“For the same reason he made the tournament. He saw the future and all 
its possibilities,” said the Lady. Her tears had ceased. Behind her, the rain 
abated over Avalon’s shores. She turned to Tedros, a light growing in her 
eyes. “And despite all the darkness in that future, he saw one hope. That 
hope was you becoming king. Not Chaddick. Not anyone else. You. Because 


it’s you who were the Lion. Only you who could have had the strength and 
will to rise out of the ashes of Arthur’s mistakes and build a better Woods. 
It’s why Arthur didn’t fight death when it came for him. His story was the 
beginning of yours and your story the completion of his. Father and Son. 
King and King. Two fates intertwined. The true End of Ends. This was the 
future Arthur believed in. And he was willing to bet everything on that 
future.” In the glow of Lionsmane’s message, she looked at him like a flame 
against the night. “But now it’s your turn, Tedros. You must finish the last 
test. Excalibur didn’t see a king in you before. Will it see one now?” 

Tedros walled off his feelings like a knight shielding dragon fire: a blast 
of rage, horror, shame, all the emotions of his father not being the father he 
knew, his liege now his brother, the throne he believed so rightfully his not 
his at all. But in the siege of these feelings, he sensed another wave, light 
and cool, washing them all away. 

Relief. 

As if at last he had the answer to what made a king. Not blood. Not 
birthright. But something deeper: faith. Faith his father had in him. Faith 
Tedros never had in himself. Until now. Because he was a better man than 
his father, loyal to his princess, loyal to his heart. Because he’d be a better 
king, having chosen not the queen who would compensate for his 
shortcomings, but would love him for them. Because of who he was deep in 
his soul, rather than what he thought should be. He was free. Finally free. 
As if in being told he wasn’t a king, he found the reason to be a king. 

His blood burned hot. The veins of his neck throbbed, a roar licking at 
his throat. He raised his eyes to the Lady. 

“T’m ready.” 

Agatha’s hand wrapped around his, the princess at his side. Young 
Merlin flanked the prince, his hand on his back. 

The Lady smiled at Tedros, an inscrutable smile like the Lady of old... 

Suddenly the glow on her face darkened, like a candle blown out. 

She spun to the night sky— 

Lionsmane’s message. 

It was gone. 

For a moment, no one seemed to understand. 

But the prince did. 

His blue eyes knifed the dark. 

“He’s found it.” 


ces 28 a2 
SOPHIE 
Beasts and Beauty 


Arthur certainly hadn’t been subtle about it. 

Marking the house with a sword through the roof, like Zeus hurling a 
thunderbolt. 

The house of the true heir to Camelot. 

Sophie remembered the first time she ever saw Chaddick of Foxwood, 
strutting into the Welcoming with the rest of the Everboys, flaunting his 
swordplay and puffed chest and flirty gray eyes. And yet, all her attentions 
had gone to Tedros, even though Chaddick was handsome, charming, 
capable . . . But Tedros was the prince. Camelot's future king. That's why 
all the girls wanted Tedros. That’s why all the boys wanted to be Tedros. 
What would have happened if they’d known the truth? Where would 
Chaddick and Tedros be now? Where would Sophie be— 





The carriage hit a snag and her head thumped the roof. Sophie looked 
down at her rope-tied hands and the metal cuff around her neck attached to 
a chain, held by three women sitting opposite, with long gray hair, hawkish 
eyes, and bare feet snaking out from lavender robes. A single scim hovered 
in front of Sophie’s heart with a fatally sharp tip. Through the window, she 
could see at least fifty Camelot guards protecting the prisoner’s transport, 
the guards sealed in armor and carrying crossbows, marching with the 
carriage through the twilit Woods, dappled with copies of Excalibur. 

“Is all this really necessary?” Sophie growled. 

“You escaped once under our watch,” Alpa pointed out. She twisted her 
fingers and the eel at Sophie’s chest pinned closer. “We’ll return you to 
Camelot and seal you in the dungeons until it’s time for you to wed the One 
True King.” 

“T always wondered how you could control his eels,” said Sophie coolly. 
“Until I realized: you have his blood, too. Rafal’s sisters. Japeth’s aunts. 
You have access to his magic. Too bad magic can’t save you. Not from 
what’s coming.” 

She summoned the wickedest grin she could, but the Mistrals saw 
through it. 

“Sent word to the king that you’d been found in Foxwood prowling 
around a house hit by a sword,” Bethna said. “Didn’t take long for him to 
figure out which house it was.” 

Outside, Sophie could see Lionsmane’s message vanished from the sky. 


“He’s on his way to the Gremlaine place now,” said Omeida. “Fitting, 
isn’t it? Tedros once thought Excalibur was his by right. Now it’ll lop off 
his head. But what to do with that head?” 

“Auction it to the highest bidder,” Bethna proposed. 

“Mount it in the king’s chamber,” Alpa offered. 

“Send it to Agatha in a box,” said Omeida. 

Sophie swallowed her nausea. 

“Once Tedros is dead and the last ring in the king’s hands, then the 
wedding will resume,” said Alpa. “King Rhian and Queen Sophie, finally 
united. Queen for a night at least, then a return to the dungeons, where 
you’ll never again see the light of day.” 

“There’ll be no wedding, you hobbit-footed trolls,” Sophie snarled. 
“And with no wedding, there’s no One True King. That’s the Snake’s only 
path to the Storian’s powers. My blood with his. Me as his queen. Like his 
father Rafal needed me. And just like Rafal, he’ll never get me.” 

“Don’t think you’ll have a say in the matter,” Alpa replied. 

The scim floated up from Sophie’s chest to her head, cleaving into two 
eels, then three, then four, poised to spear into her ears, her mouth, her 
nose... 

“This time, we’ll use more than two,” said Bethna. 

The scims rejoined, aiming back at Sophie’s heart. 

She pursed her lips and returned her focus outside the window, 
projecting an unruffled calm. But inside, her bones had gone cold. Japeth 
was on his way to Chaddick’s house to win the third test. Tedros was in 
Avalon with Agatha, likely without a clue where the sword was. Sophie was 
their only hope—and yet here she was, back in the hands of her old captors. 
Think, Sophie. She was trapped in a carriage at scimpoint, walled in by 
soldiers, outnumbered a hundred to one. But every fairy tale had a moment 
like this, with Good beaten by Evil .. . until Good found a way to escape by 
the grace of true love. But Sophie wasn't Good. And no one was coming to 
save her, because she didn't have a true love. She peeked at her dress, 
praying that it might help, the way it had so many times, but it shrank from 
the scim, as if Evelyn’s spirit was on her son’s side. 

So why had it helped Sophie before? 

She thought about the moments the dress had come to her rescue: 
breaking her out of Camelot, hiding her in the Woods, thwarting the 
Empress’s geese . . . all times when the Snake was far away. Then she 


thought about the instances the dress failed her: when the Snake killed the 
Sheriff or when the Snake attacked her in the wizard tree or now, when a 
scim held her hostage . . . all times when the Snake or his eels were near. 

In a flash, Sophie understood. 

Evelyn’s dress only helped her when it wouldn’t get caught. 

Because Evelyn’s spirit was afraid of her son. 

This son. 

Back when Rhian was king, Evelyn’s dress was a loyal henchman, 
binding Sophie like a puppet. Because Evelyn loved Rhian. She wanted 
Rhian to become the One True King, even if it meant him marrying Sophie 
—the bride of Evelyn’s once true love, the girl responsible for Evelyn’s 
death. Because with Rhian as king, Evelyn knew she would get a second 
chance at life. She trusted her son to bring her back. 

Rhian. 

Not Japeth. 

Which is why the moment Japeth killed Rhian . . . the dress’s allegiance 
changed. Evelyn knew what Japeth was. She knew what he’d done to his 
brother. He had to be punished. But Japeth couldn’t get a sniff of what she 
was up to. So his mother’s ghost took her time. Slowly, carefully, the dress 
began helping his bride, each time out of the Snake’s sight, until the time 
came at last when Sophie could see that Japeth’s mother wasn’t loyal to 
Japeth. She was loyal to the girl trying to kill him. 

The dress’s white folds softened, caressing her like rose petals .. . 
before the eel sensed something afoot and pierced into the silk, grazing 
Sophie’s skin. Instantly, the dress stiffened like a straitjacket, afraid for its 
own preservation. 

Loyalty could only go so far, it seemed. 

For now, Sophie was on her own. 

They rolled deeper into the Woods, past the evergreen edges of the 
Stymph Forest, into the autumn hues of Camelot’s wood, the king’s castle 
only a few miles away. Dusk thickened, embers of sun widening to dark 
shadows around the hilts of buried blades. Trees began to tremble, the 
scufflings of metal echoing to the east. Through the window, Sophie 
glimpsed a thousand men riding past on horseback, outfitted with red-and- 
black helmets, armed with Camelot swords and shields . . . followed by 
another battalion, seven-foot nymphs with colorful hair, floating over the 
ground in neat lines, also with Camelot weapons. 


“Fleets from Akgul and Rainbow Gale,” said Alpa. “On their way to 
Foxwood.” 

“Camelot offered free arms to kingdoms that help the Lion win the third 
test,” said Bethna. “They’ll keep guard over the king while he’s in Foxwood 

“—_in case Tedros tries to get anywhere near the sword,” said Omeida. 

More armies followed, silhouettes gliding across the trees: the red- 
horned goblins of Ravenbow . . . the giantesses of Gillikin with clouds of 
fairies in their hair . . . the blue-jacketed soldiers of Pifflepaff, wearing blue 
masks... 

The air went out of Sophie’s chest. 

Even if she could get out of this carriage, she’d never find her way to 
Avalon, track down Tedros, and somehow sneak him a hundred miles into 
Foxwood, let alone into Chaddick’s house before Japeth got there. Not with 
this many men out to kill him. There would be no rescue for the prince. Or 
for her. 

Then she noticed one of the Pifflepaff soldiers. 

He was glaring at her through his blue mask, his eyes sparkling in the 
dark. A tiny blue glow lit up his finger. Then he breathed out a trail of 
smoke towards Sophie’s carriage. 


SING 


Sophie spun back to the soldier but the carriage had already veered to 
the west, into the heart of Camelot’s forest. 

Sophie held still as treetops blacked out the sky, the Mistrals watching 
her in the window reflection. Outside, Camelot guards faded to inky 
outlines. She’d sung a thousand songs in her life, songs of love, but those 
had come to nothing and she couldn't remember a one ... No time to think. 
Sing! Sing something— 

“I?m Whisky Woo, the pirate queen!” 

Not that. 

A new tuft of smoke appeared out the window. 


LOUDER 


“I’m Whiskey Woo, the pirate queen!” she belted again. 
“Stop it,” Alpha snapped. 


“Whiskey Woo! Whiskey Woo!” Sophie crooned at a hellish pitch. “I’m 
Whiskey Woo, the pirate queen! Not yet eighteen, but still damn mean!” 

“Enough!” Bethna barked. 

“I’m Whiskey Woo, the pirate queen! Formerly known as Evil’s Dean!” 

She yowled so loudly the carriage seemed to shake, her voice drowning 
out a strange rustling outside. “I’m Whiskey Woo, the pirate queen! No 
autographs please, don’t make a scene!” 

“We said stop!” Omeida twisted her hand, the scim puncturing Sophie’s 
skin. 

But she kept warbling, the carriage jostling to more muffled sounds in 
the forest while the scim cut Sophie deeper, her song exploding to a wail of 
pain: “Whiskey Woo! Whiskey Woo—” 

The carriage stalled violently, launching Sophie and the Mistrals at each 
other, the eel crushed between Alpa’s and Bethna’s colliding skulls, leaving 
sisters and prisoner in a heap on the floor. 

Outside, the forest was silent, the carriage unmoving. 

The Mistrals gaped in confusion. Then they threw open the door, 
stumbling out, dragging Sophie with them. 

A slew of guards were on the ground, faces slashed, helmets crushed, 
knocked out cold. She’d seen this kind of carnage before, Sophie 
thought . . . Then she spotted the rest of the guards huddled around the 
carriage, eyes haunted through their helmets, swords and crossbows pointed 
wildly in the dark at whatever had just attacked them. The Mistrals, too, 
scanned the night, gripping their prisoner by her chain, Sophie’s singing 
having distracted them from the force that just eviscerated half their guards. 

One thing was for sure. 

Whoever did this was angry. 

Very angry. 

Sophie smiled to herself. 

She had that effect on men. 

From the trees came a snarling mass of teeth and fur, crashing down 
onto the carriage and shattering it to splinters, before sweeping Sophie into 
its claws, grabbing hold of the nearest branch, and swinging limb by limb 
into the black mass of trees. 

She relaxed into the beast’s chest as he flew through the forest, his paw 
manhandling the cuff around her neck and busting it free. 

“My prince,” she sighed. “Only hairier.” 


“You like me like this, don’t you.” 

“Tf only you didn’t smell like wet dog.” 

“If only you didn’t keep putting yourself into trouble, making me sweat 
after you like a dog.” 

“Me without trouble is like you without... .” 

“You?” 

“I am a lone wolf, thank you.” 

“A lone wolf who has to keep getting rescued.” 

“Are you saying I can’t take care of myself?” 

“I'm saying that letting me take care of you is taking care of yourself.” 

“Oh, darling. When you shrink back into a wee little weasel without 
your clothes on, we’re going to pretend we never had this conversation.” 

His snout brushed her ear: “Beauty and the Beast. That had a happy 
ending, didn’t it?” 

“Depends on if you think a girl kissing a beast is a happy ending. I 
don’t.” 

“T’m half-tempted to drop you right no—” 

An arrow impaled his thigh. 

He yelled with pain, as Sophie swiveled to see Camelot guards rush in, 
crossbows raised, along with blue-masked Pifflepaff soldiers firing arrows 
of their own. An arrow struck the man-wolf’s ribs, then his shoulder, his 
eyes numb with terror. More arrows speared for their tree— 

Sophie thrust her lit finger and turned them to flowers—razor-toothed, 
man-eating flowers—raining them like piranhas over the screaming 
soldiers. She whirled back, but the wolf was drenched in blood, his paw 
weakening on the tree. 

“We need to get down,” Sophie ordered, her cheek against his. “Put 
your arm around me. We’ll go together.” 

He shook his head, saying nothing. 

“Please,” Sophie begged. “We need to find help.” 

He looked at her, a scared boy in a man-wolf’s body. “I love you, 
Sophie,” he breathed. “I love everything about you. Even the terrible parts 
of you. They’re as beautiful as the good parts. I knew from the moment I 
met you that I couldn’t love anyone else. Not like I love you. I tried, 
Sophie. I tried to let you go. But love doesn’t give you that choice. Not real 
love. At least you’ll know now. That your story had a happy ending all 
along. That you had true love. Always.” 


Tears flooded Sophie’s face, stained with his blood. “Don’t talk like 
that. You’re my Beast. And that story has a happy ending, just like you said. 
We’ll find a way. Stay here. With me. Don’t let me go, okay? Don’t give up 
on me.” 

But life was already fading from his eyes. In their reflection, she saw 
more guards swarming, hundreds of them, arrows and swords raised— 

A sea of white clobbered them, like snow sweeping a field, dragging the 
shrieking armies under. I’m seeing things, Sophie thought. Phantom swans 
come to save her and her beast. But as the white wave swept closer, 
surrounding her tree, she saw they weren’t swans at all. 

Goats. 

Scores of them, led by an old, gray-whiskered librarian from the School 
for Good and Evil. Sophie smiled down at this flock of heaven-sent 
angels . . . then looked back at her wolf to see his eyes closed, his body 
collapsing against a branch, his claw losing grip— 

“No!” Sophie cried. 

He let her go, Sophie reaching for him as she fell, gasping his name like 
a love song, Hort, Hort, Hort, until she felt the hug of soft white fur, 
nothing like the beast’s she left behind. 


SOMETHING WARM AND cuddly nuzzled her cheek. 

“Hort?” she whispered, stirring from sleep. 

Her eyes quivered open to a bath of sunlight and a big pink udder 
pressed against her face. She was stuck to the underside of a goat, her chest 
against the animal’s fat belly, her face jammed near its backside. Sophie 
was about to unleash a scream... 

... until she saw two more goats jogging behind hers in the middle of a 
crowded market, Willam and Bogden clinging to their stomachs. 

Both boys put fingers to lips, telling her to stay quiet. 

For a moment, Sophie didn’t understand how she was beneath the goat, 
until she realized it was her dress’s doing, magically adhering to the 
animal’s paunch. Craning her neck, Sophie spotted more goats ahead, a 
green-hooded shepherd leading the flock through hectic stalls, fragrant with 
pomegranates and peaches, sandalwood and rose oil, cinnamon and 
cardamom spice. Villagers in expensive coats bustled between copies of 
Excalibur, too concerned with their shopping to pay much notice, while the 


alleys of the market were crammed with grimy peasants who used Arthur’s 
swords as tentpoles for their shanty houses. 

Sophie knew this route. 

They were in Maker’s Market, the main thoroughfare of Camelot City. 
Sophie’s dress hugged her tighter against the goat, camouflaging her to the 
animal’s peach-cream skin. Soon they were out of the market, crowds 
receding, as the shepherd led the goats up the path towards the king’s castle. 

Sophie swiveled to the boys: “Where’s Hort? What’s happening! We 
need to go to Foxwood—” 

Bogden was holding his nose as his goat pooped. “Tell her, Will.” 

His redheaded friend prattled quickly: “While you were in Shazabah, 
Bogs and I came to Camelot. That’s what Tedros told us to do: come see my 
old priest, who I used to altar boy for, in case he could help us. Then Hort 
comes from Shazabah with two old goats he found along the way— 
librarians, actually; one from school, one from the Living Library—who 
know Pospisil and wanted to help find Excalibur. But then we hear you 
found the sword in Foxwood and were being taken prisoner to Camelot’s 
dungeons. Hort freaks out and insists we rescue you. Luckily, the goats had 
friends. So Hort tracks you down and tells us to wait in Camelot forest with 
the goats until we hear the signal.” 

“What was the signal?” Sophie asked. 

“Really bad singing,” said Bogden. 

Sophie reddened. “But where is he, then—” 

“Hort told us no matter what happened, Bogs and I had to get you out 
the moment we found you. That you were the mission. He’d find us at the 
meeting spot later,” said Willam. 

Bogden saw the panic in Sophie’s face. “He’s Hort. Nothing bad can 
happen to Hort.” 

“He’ll be at the meeting spot,” Willam assured. “Then we’ll all go help 
Tedros together.” 

Sophie swallowed a sick feeling. These boys were young and in love. 
They believed in Ever Afters. They believed in the rules. But the world had 
changed. Rules didn’t mean anything now or else Lesso, Dovey, and Robin 
Hood would still be alive. In this story, bad things happened to good people. 
And something bad had happened to Hort. But Sophie couldn’t stop 
believing. Not yet. Hort always kept his promises. And if he told them he’d 
be at the meeting point, then he’d find a way. 


“You said we’re going to the meeting place.” Sophie looked at the boys. 
“Why would the meeting place be the Snake’s castle—” 

Except now the goat herd was veering east, away from the castle and 
down a road that Sophie knew well. 

The church. 

But that couldn’t be the meeting place either. Because ahead, she 
glimpsed the spire of Camelot’s chapel, two armed guards blocking the 
entrance, the door barricaded. 

“Japeth is keeping the priest locked up. My old chaplain, Pospisil,” 
Willam whispered to Sophie. “Snake didn’t trust him after that speech he 
gave at your Blessing.” 

Sophie remembered it well. The priest had known her marriage to the 
king was a sham. Pospisil had used his speech to warn that in the war 
between Man and Pen, the Pen would always win: “In time, the truth will be 
written, no matter how many lies someone might tell to obscure it. And the 
truth comes with an army.” 

But the truth also came with consequences: the priest was now a 
prisoner in his own church. Another friend to Tedros dealt with. 

The men in front of the chapel pried open their helmets, revealing 
greasy faces, as the shepherd led his goats past, the guards’ eyes flicking 
over them with disinterest. 

“Most action we’ve got,” the first guard grouched. 

“Cheer up. On dungeon duty next, ain’t we?” said the second. “Ya 
know, once Sophie’s innit.” 

The first guard flashed a sordid grin. “Shame we gotta keep ’er alive ’til 
the weddin’.” 

“Accidents happen,” the second quipped. 

Sophie memorized their faces. 

One day she’d come back for them. 

Onwards the goats trotted, winding past the church, past farm fields, 
towards the Camelot stables. A few muddy hogs poked heads through a 
pen, watching. Ahead, the doors to the chicken coop were open, a gaggle of 
confused hens fleeing into the sun. There were some dead ones too, heads 
removed, as if one of the hogs had escaped. (And they say pigs are 
vegetarians! Sophie thought.) The shepherd led his goats into the coop, 
Sophie and the two boys sliding in last, before the shepherd shut the doors 
and barred them with a stick. Darkness settled, rich with the scent of 


overworked goats and a few last chickens, squawking shrilly, then going 
quiet. 

“What now?” Sophie whispered. 

Somewhere a flame ignited, spraying the coop with light. 

Willam and Bogden dropped from their goats’ bellies, the boys shaking 
off cramped hands and legs, while Sophie’s dress released her to the pebbly 
floor. She stood up and saw the shepherd, hood pulled low, holding a torch. 

“There is a reason goats take a shine to me,” spoke a dry, wheezy voice. 

The shepherd pulled back the hood. 

“Because I am an old goat myself,” Pospisil chuckled. 

Sophie’s eyes widened at Camelot’s perilously ancient, red-nosed priest. 
“But those guards . . . how did you—” 

Pospisil waved his arms over the goats. “Well done, my little kiddies! 
Shall we do a roll call? Bossman! Ajax! Valhalla! The rest of you! Call out 
your names and be accounted for!” 

Sophie held in a groan. Just her luck. The one adult to help and he was a 
senile crackpot— 

Thumps echoed around the room. 

Bodies dropping to the floor. 

That’s when Sophie realized. 

It wasn’t just a few goats hiding passengers. 

It was all of them. 


“FIRST OF ALL, it’s Bossam, not Bossman,” said a hairy, three-eyed 
Neverboy. 

“I'm Valentina, not Valhalla. And this is Aja,” said a thin-browed 
Nevergirl. 

“Ajax sounds like a gorilla name,” sniffed a waifish Neverboy with 
flame-red hair. 

Sophie glimpsed two old goats giggling in the corner—one the librarian 
from school, the other name-tagged GOLEM—as if they found their priest 
friend’s ineptitude with names an inside joke. Sophie did the mental roll call 
herself: Valentina, Aja, Priyanka, Bossam, Laithan, Bodhi, Devan, Laralisa, 
Ravan, Vex, Brone, Mona, Willam, Bogden— 

“Hort?” Pospisil called. “Where*s Hort?” 

Sophie looked around the crowded coop, packed with friends and first 
years, many that she used to teach. 


But no Hort. 

“He was our leader,” Laithan worried. “What do we do now? How do 
we help Tedros?” 

All eyes shifted to Sophie. 

But she was still watching the door, hoping Hort would walk through. 

Her mind went to him in the tree, shot through with arrows— 

She steeled her heart. She couldn’t let herself go there. He was alive. 
Hort was still alive. 

“Where did you come from?” Sophie asked her charges. She turned to 
the priest. “How did you escape the church?” 

“Any priest knows not to rely on the good graces of a king,” Pospisil 
replied. “The church has had secret escape routes since its beginnings. 
Luckily, Willam paid attention in his altar boy lessons and knew where to 
find me. Together, with Hort and my old goat friends, we made a plan.” 

“As for us, Princess Uma came to school after she escaped Shazabah,” 
Ravan answered. “She heard from her animal friends that you’d been 
captured. Teachers can’t interfere in a story, so Manley and Anemone sent 
us to rescue you—” 

“—and we ran into Hort in the Woods,” finished pointy-eared Vex. 

“What about the Knights of Eleven?” Sophie pushed. 

Valentina waved her off. “Listen, Sefora Sophie, the serpiente is on his 
way to Foxwood to win the third test. Princesa Uma’s animal friends will 
try to slow him down, but it’s only a matter of time before he gets to 
Excalibur and then pew, pew, pew!, we’re all dead and buried under the 
guanabana tree. So you need to lead us, like Hort once did. We are your 
army, like we were his. Ever and Never. Smart and talented and elegante. 
Most of us, at least.” She gave Aja a darting frown. “We’ll do anything you 
ask, Señora Sophie. What can we do to help Tedros win?” 

This is where Sophie shined. Taking command. Hatching schemes. And 
yet, all she could think about was Hort. His eyes closing. His paw letting 
go. 

She shook her head. “Japeth has thousands of men, armies from Good 
and Evil, plus the King of Foxwood on his side. And the boys who live in 
the house where the sword is, Cedric and Caleb, both support the Lion... 
Japeth will walk right in. . .” She looked to Pospisil, the embers of his torch 
popping loudly, lighting him up and his goat friends, but they all seemed at 
a loss, as if they’d gotten Sophie as far as they could. Sophie appealed to 


her dress, but it, too, had no answers. “There’s no move for us to make. Not 
with the whole Woods on his side.” 

“This is ridiculous. You’re Sophie, grand high witch queen,” Aja puffed, 
hands on hips. “You led a school of Nevers in a glam revolution. You won 
the Circus of Talents and invented the No Ball. You killed Rafal, kissed 
Tedros as a boy and girl, turned the School Master’s tower into your own 
personal hotel, and you looked like a boss witch doing all of it. You don’t 
make excuses. You don’t give up. You always find a way. That’s what 
makes you Sophie.” 

Sophie gazed at Aja, at Valentina, at all the students looking up to her, 
like she was still their Dean, Evil’s mistress of mischief and manipulation. 
But she wasn’t any of that now. She was just a girl. A girl who’d finally 
opened herself to love, real love, right when it was too late. “Tedros is the 
one who has to pull the sword. And he’s far away,” she said, trying to 
swallow the lump in her throat. “He and Aggie don’t even know where the 
sword is...” 

The embers off the priest’s torch were popping louder, snapping at 
Sophie’s words. Suddenly, more and more spewed off the flame, as if the 
entire fire was breaking apart. For a split second, Sophie thought the whole 
coop might go up in smoke, but then she noticed the embers hanging 
strangely in the air, as if they had a life of their own, little pearls of amber 
buzzing and glittering about like... 

Fireflies. 

Instantly, the glowing bugs swarmed into a glowing orange matrix like 
they once had in Gnomeland. On this magic screen, Sophie glimpsed grainy 
footage of Tedros and Agatha in a snowfield, riding some kind of humped 
creature, away from Avalon’s castle. Then Sophie saw Agatha staring at 
her, eyes flaring, as if she could see her friend in her own fireflies. 

“Sophie? Is that you?” 

“Aggie!” Sophie gasped. “I found the sword—” 

“Chaddick’s house,” Tedros cut in. 

“Y-y-yes!” Sophie said, startled. “How did you—” 

Tedros thrust his face into close-up. “Meet us at Snow White’s cottage. 
In Foxwood. Hurry!” 

“No! Foxwood’s a death trap!” Sophie said as the screen flickered, the 
connection severing. “There’s armies! Thousands of men! You can’t go!” 
But the fireflies had dimmed, her friends gone. “No! I can’t lose you too!” 


she cried. All the fear and dread she’d been holding back broke through. 
Grief poured out of her, her face in her hands, her chest heaving. “He’s 


dead. I know he’s dead . . . I tried to save him . . . I did everything I 
could... But he let me go... . I told him not to let go... .” She sobbed so 
hard, her whole body shook. “They can’t go to Foxwood... Please... . I 
can’t lose anyone else... Not after him .. .” Then slowly her sobs softened. 


“Only I will lose them, won’t I?” Sophie lifted her head, her cheeks wet. 
“Letting the Snake win means we all lose. It means everything Hort did to 
save me was for nothing. That’s what Hort would tell me. To be brave for 
him. To finish his work.” She sat taller, wiping her eyes. “But how? Aggie 
and Teddy will be dead the second they come near Foxwood. Unless there’s 
a way into the kingdom... a way to get them in...” 

“Same way I got into all these chickens, of course,” a droll voice 
replied. 

Sophie turned to the corner. 

The two librarian goats parted, revealing a bald, wrinkled cat, pawing at 
a pile of bird heads. 

“T acted like their friend,” he said. 

Fireflies settled into a crown over his ears. 

“Witch of Woods Beyond,” the cat greeted, yellow eyes twinkling. 

“King Teapea,” Sophie breathed. 

She held the thought of Hort close to her heart. 

This time, there were no tears. 

Instead, her eyes twinkled right back. 
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She’d never seen that kind of pain in Sophie’s eyes. 

Not in Gavaldon, not at school, not in the years that followed. 

Something had happened to Sophie in their time apart. Something that 
changed her. 

And yet, Sophie was still alive. 

Not just alive, but with an army. 

She’d found Excalibur too. 

Just like Agatha and her prince had. 

Of course she did, Agatha thought. 
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She expected nothing less of her best friend. 

As if The Tale of Sophie and Agatha had never really ended, the Pen 
still writing their fates with inextricable symphony, even when they were 
apart, harmony and melody to the same score— 

A gob of snow slapped her in the face. 

The giant black rat bounded across the Frostplains, weaving between 
swords, kicking up icy snow, forcing Agatha to hold tighter to Tedros’ waist 


and duck behind his back like a shield. Her prince gripped the leash around 
the rat’s neck, absorbing a stinging spray of cold as he kicked the rat’s 
flank, driving it faster. On a second rat behind them, Anadil and Hester rode 
with Merlin, the boy wizard puking over the side as Anadil’s rat pulled next 
to Tedros. 

“Tt’s because you ate all that junk from your hat,” the prince chided. 

“You’re...not...my... dad,” Merlin wheezed, before retching 
again. 

“This is why I don’t like boys,” Hester growled. “Can’t go through 
puberty without making a mess of it.” 

“To be fair, you don’t like boys for a lot of other reasons,” said Anadil. 

“How’d you find us?” Agatha asked the witches. 

Hester nodded up at her demon, high in the blue night sky, scouting the 
landscape for danger. “After Shazabah, I told him to fly over the Woods and 
look for you two.” 

“Told her not to do it. If her demon dies, she dies,” Anadil said sourly. 

“Found them, didn’t he? And when he did, I felt it, just like you felt 
your rats nearby before we found them in the Woods. A little worse for 
wear, maybe,” said Hester, stroking the bald patches on the rat’s fur where it 
had been hit by camel fire, “but aren’t we all.” She turned to Agatha. “And 
you’re sure the sword’s at Chaddick’s house?” 

“Has to be,” said Tedros, almost to himself, still thinking about what 
happened in the Lady’s cave. “Only place that makes sense.” 

“And Sophie confirmed it,” Agatha said to the witches, who seemed 
unsettled by everything she and Tedros had told them after they retrieved 
their friends from Avalon. 

“Chaddick, the King,” said Anadil softly. “Doesn’t seem right, does it?” 

“Which is why Chaddick never became king,” Hester surmised. 
“Storian finds a way of making things right, even if its way of doing it feels 
all wrong.” 

Witches and Agatha looked to Tedros, gauging his emotions, but the 
prince kept his eyes on the icy path. 

“Are we... there... yet?” Merlin rasped— 

He puked again, waking a cluster of fireflies in the rat’s fur. They 
flickered slightly, then went back to sleep, exhausted from the journey and 
helping Agatha see Sophie. 


“Gnomeland fireflies . . . There must be some with Sophie too... 
That's how she saw us... ,” Tedros said, glancing at Agatha. “Which 
means the gnomes know where she is...” 

She caught on to his thinking. 

Reaper. 

Her cat was king of the gnomes. 

The wind picked up, the rats grunting loudly, laboring against it. 
“Sophie found the sword. Which means she knows where Chaddick’s house 
is, while I don’t have a clue,” Tedros called to Hester. “Told her to meet us 
at Snow White’s cottage in Foxwood. First place I thought of. Been 
deserted since Rafal’s zombies killed the dwarves. If Sophie knows where 
Chaddick lived, she can take us there.” 

Agatha saw Hester and Anadil eyeing each other. “What is it?” 

“Japeth must know the sword’s in Foxwood,” said Anadil. “That’s why 
Lionsmane’s message disappeared.” 

“These rats are as fast as his horses,” Tedros started— 

“Japeth’s only one of your problems,” Hester cut off. “The entire Woods 
is sending armies to protect him until he wins the third test. We saw them 
on the move. Right after Lionsmane’s message vanished. Which means if 
the sword’s at Chaddick’s house, then there’s thousands of soldiers heading 
there too.” 

“Which means getting you anywhere near Foxwood will be...a 
challenge,” said Anadil. 

Agatha thought of Sophie last’s words over the firefly broadcast: “No! 
Foxwood’ a death trap!” 

She could feel Tedros’ muscles steel under her arms. “Whatever is 
waiting for us, I’ll handle it,” he said soundly. 

Agatha didn’t argue. 

Which was... strange. 

She was so used to being afraid for her prince, a fear that made her 
meddle with his quests and strain to protect him. But something had 
changed in Tedros ever since he’d heard the Lady’s story. His old doubts 
had vanished, replaced with a sureness of mission. Agatha trusted him now. 
Because he trusted himself. Over his shoulder, she could see the heat in his 
stubbled cheek, the crystal blue of his eye. His chest was proud and full, his 
golden curls wild in the wind. Agatha stayed silent, letting him be, the same 
way she’d stayed back as he’d said goodbye to the Lady at the shore of her 


lake. Agatha had watched their silhouettes, Tedros’ strong and straight, the 
Lady’s shrunken and cowed, the prince whispering to her, before the Lady’s 
expression suddenly changed. Something Tedros said had broken through, 
the darkness and pain in her beginning to lift. Behind them, her frozen lake 
thawed. From its silver waters the Lady drew an apple, greenest of greens, 
and bestowed it on the prince as a gift. It would have no magic, Agatha 
thought, for the sorceress’s powers were lost. But Tedros didn’t seem to 
care. He kissed her on the cheek, his own gift of forgiveness for the Lady’s 
mistakes. Gone was the anger, the secrets, all washed away. This would be 
the last time they’d see each other. That Agatha knew for sure. The Lady 
was at peace now. Her days soon over, by her own wish. But Tedros still 
had more days to fight for. A fight that had an uncertain end. Agatha held 
him tighter, hand on his chest, the apple there in the lining of his coat, firm 
against her prince’s heart. 

“Let's share it,” she said. “The apple, I mean. We haven’t had anything 
to eat since Shazabah.” 

Tedros pulled her hand away and kissed it. 

“Where’s Dot?” he asked the witches. 

“Her mother took her to a witch doctor in Sherwood Forest to try and 
de-age her,” said Hester. 

“Dot’s mother knows Sherwood Forest well,” Anadil quipped. 

Agatha gave them a surprised look and Hester winked back. They’d 
figured it out too. 

“Her mother?” Tedros said, eyes still ahead. “Who’s Dot’s mother?” 

“Don’t worry. Not yours,” Merlin croaked, finally righting himself. 

Tedros’ head swung to the wizard boy. For a second, Agatha thought the 
prince might beat him up. Then Tedros burst out laughing. “Same old 
Merlin...” 

Night deepened, the sky bruising black. Still, the rats carried on, their 
eyes glowing in the dark, Merlin clearing swords in front of them with 
strikes of pink lightning, growing bigger and stronger as the young wizard 
gained control. Soon light cut over the iceplains with angry whipcracks, 
lashing out in every direction, a teenager’s chaos given full outlet to bloom, 
sending the ashes of Arthur’s game up in pink smoke. Then, all at once, 
trees encroached around them, closer, closer, trapping them in the darkness 
of a forest. Movement rustled in the branches, the glint of white bones and 
hollow eye sockets, leering down at the trespassers, before the birds reared 


back, letting them pass. Here in the Stymph Forest, there would be no 
enemy forces, since it was school territory and no one trespassed near the 
School for Good and Evil without consequences. (Rafal’s zombies and 
Rhian’s pirates learned that lesson harshly.) Even now, it was the only part 
of the Woods untouched by phantom swords, as if Arthur too had known 
the school was beyond his power, equal and separate to Camelot. Hester’s 
demon returned to her neck, its job done, as the rats hurtled faster down 
swordless paths. Tedros’ rat pulled ahead, leaving the witches and Merlin 
behind. His pace was so smooth, Tedros’ back so warm and taut against 
Agatha’s breast, that her eyelids grew heavy. When her prince spoke at last, 
she wasn’t sure if she was dreaming. 

“Agatha, when we get to Foxwood, I need you to make me a promise.” 

“Mmm?” 

“Tf anything happens to me, don’t mourn for me.” 

Now she was awake. “Tedros—” 

“Listen to me. You’re to go on. You’re to keep fighting. You’re to do 
what needs to be done. Don’t let what happens to me stop us from getting to 
The End. I’m with you in life and death.” 

“I won’t let anything happen to you.” 

“Promise me you’ ll keep going. Promise me you’ll fight on.” 

“Tedros, you and I... we're one. Whatever happens to you happens to 
me—” 

“Promise me, Agatha.” He gripped her thigh. “Please.” 

There was such clarity in his voice, as if they couldn’t go further 
without her vow. How could she tell him she would never agree to such a 
thing? That his death would be her own? But he’d left no room for her 
feelings. This was the king commanding something of his princess. For the 
sake of his kingdom. For the greater Good. And Goodness was sacred to 
Agatha, even more than love. 

“I promise,” said Agatha. 

Tedros exhaled, his shoulders easing, as if her words had unchained 
him. 

“Will you make the same promise?” Agatha asked. “If something 
happens to me?” 

But now the second rat was catching up, Merlin and the witches 
snapping at each other. 


“You couldn’t have found a useful aging potion? Something that doesn’t 
work at a glacial pace?” the wizard boy was saying. “You could have gone 
to any witch—” 

“This was my mother’s recipe and she was a witch,” Hester retorted. 
“Teachers at school didn’t have anything better.” 

“Then use a library,” Merlin bit back. “There’s a thousand aging 
potions more effective than this one. The old me could recite them in my 
sleep!” 

“Then make one yourself!” Anadil scolded. 

“Your potion is so worthless I can’t remember my spells!” 

“And here I thought you’d be grateful to us for everything we’ve done 
for you,” Hester griped, like an aggrieved parent. 

“If it wasn't for us, you'd still be a baby in a cave instead of here 
picking fights and harassing us with your mood swings,” Anadil piled on. 

The wizard boy groaned. “This is insufferable, being ganged up on by 
two girls who have no interest beside each other’s loyalty.” 

“That’s what a good girlfriend does,” Hester trumped. 

“Oh, Pm your girlfriend now?” Anadil said, peeking back at her. 
“Shouldn’t that warrant some conversation?” 

“Girl friend. Two words,” said Hester. 

“That’s not what it sounded like,” said Anadil. 

“God, please let me not be a teenager much longer,” Merlin begged. 

“You want me to say ‘I love you’ like all the Everboys?” Hester baited 
Anadil. 

“Say it like that and 1”11 cut your throat,” Anadil spat. 

Agatha could hear Tedros chuckling, the seriousness of the promise 
between them passed, her own question to him forgotten. She knew not to 
press the point. The witches’ voices faded as the rats diverged onto separate 
paths around a patch of trees, leaving Agatha and her prince alone. 

“I can hear you thinking back there,” Tedros teased. 

“Oh, just about all the different kinds of love,” said Agatha. 

“You mean, like what happens if Hester and Anadil get married? Does it 
end in a massacre instead of a dance?” 

“Only of closed-minded princes.” 

“I’ve kissed boys, turned into a girl, and am marrying you. No one can 
say I’m closed-minded.” 


“Funny, isn’t it? So many ways to love,” Agatha said wistfully. “You 
and me, me and Sophie, you and... Filip.” 

“T am ashamed of nothing. Other than who Filip turned out to be. 

“Sophie did make a beautiful boy.” 

“No argument. But what good is beauty when it’s based on a lie?” 

“Sometimes your whole world seems like a lie.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“Just that nothing is as it seems here. I always have the story wrong, 
right when I think I’ve figured it out.” 

“It wasn’t the same in the Reader realm?” 

“Here, anything is possible. In real life, people are afraid of what they 
can’t understand.” Agatha thought of her mother, Callis, hunted by those 
who thought her a witch. “That’s why only children read fairy tales where I 
come from. At some point, people become afraid of life’s mysteries. With 
age, their lives get smaller and smaller. They judge with their fears instead 
of their hearts. In your world, not everyone can have a happy ending. The 
Pen won’t allow it. But in my world, every Man thinks they deserve one. 
They turn on each other when things go wrong. They try to beat back the 
hand of fate. And when they can’t . . . that’s when Evil is born. Real Evil. 
The kind that killed my mother.” 

“Sounds like Japeth would fit right in there,” said Tedros. 

Agatha held the thought in her head. “Tedros?” She looked up at her 
prince. “What if Japeth cheats? What if he has Chaddick’s blood hidden on 
him like Rhian did? What if Excalibur thinks he’s the heir?” 

Tedros smiled back at her. “I’m counting on it.” 

Agatha had no idea what he meant, but the pureness of his gaze 
preempted any questions, as if for once, her prince was well ahead of her. 
The forest opened up into a field of willow trees with silver, shimmering 
leaves, like Christmas tinsel, the glow of dawn pressing against the dark. 
Agatha looked back to see the second rat lag out of the Stymph Forest, well 
behind theirs. Hunger stirred in Agatha’s stomach, with no time to stop and 
Merlin’s hat out of reach. 

“Do you think Chaddick would have made a good king?” Tedros asked. 

“No, not really,” said Agatha. “He would always look to you.” 

“You’re just being nice.” 

“Too hungry for that. Chaddick was a born knight.” 

“A loyal knight,” said Tedros. 


„ 


He paused, thinking about his friend and liege. 

“But not meant to lead,” he admitted. 

The prince and his princess fell quiet. 

Agatha kissed the back of his neck. “Can I eat your apple?” 

Tedros sighed. “Think I’m going to hang on to it a little while longer.” 

He sounded far away, Agatha’s head suddenly heavy and slow. Sleep 
assailed her, stronger than before, a strange powerless feeling she knew. She 
looked up at the willow trees, shedding silvery leaves over her like stars . . . 
Sleeping Willows . . . She grabbed at Tedros’ chest to warn him, her eyes 
closing, but he showed no signs of flagging, muscles hard and eyes flared, 
his will and desire fending off the spell. Agatha strained to stay awake, fists 
clenched, determined to protect him... 

The next time she blinked, it was moming, the sun bright over 
Foxwood. 

Her prince was gone. 

So was the rat. 


AGATHA WAS CURLED up deep under a magnolia bush, a sweet honey smell 
breaking through her dull senses, along with the buzz of a crowd and the 
crisp clanging of metal. She pried apart a bough of flowers and spotted the 
thin towers of Foxwood’s royal castle fanned against the horizon. But in 
front of that castle was a wall of soldiers, thousands of men deep, dressed in 
varied armor and shields, gathered under flags of different kingdoms: 
Kyrgios in pea green, Netherwood in glossy purple, Hamelin in checkered 
yellow and orange, Akgul in red and black .. . Then, from behind, Agatha 
heard voices: two Akgul guards in helmets and armor, hacking through 
bushes with their swords, coming straight towards her. 

“Saw him myself. Prince Tedros it was,” grunted one. “Ridin’ somethin’ 
like a big rat.” 

“Must be with his witch friends,” guessed the second guard. 

They slashed through more bushes, getting closer and closer to Agatha. 
She pulled out of the bush to flee— 

—only to be yanked back. 

She spun to see Hester and Anadil, fingers to lips. Agatha started to ask 
something, but Anadil’s rats hissed “Shhh!” from her pocket. Hester 
pointed across, to Tedros and Merlin, camouflaged in a bush. Tedros 
mouthed to Agatha: “Don’t move.” 


The two guards eviscerated the bushes, only a few feet from Agatha’s. 
With fingers, Tedros counted at Hester: 3...2...1... 

Merlin and Hester sprung out of the bushes, each shooting a spell at a 
guard. Hester’s knocked her guard out; Merlin’s didn’t, instead swelling his 
guard’s helmet ten sizes, so the guard bumbled inside it like a barrel, 
slashing his sword blindly. The boy wizard shot another spell. This one 
turned the guard’s sword into a ferret. Merlin tried one more, only to vanish 
the guard’s pants. 

“For God’s sake, Merlin,” Tedros growled. 

He punched the guard out. 

“Tt’s that age potion. I’m telling you,” Merlin complained. 

“Don’t even start,” said Hester, freeing the ferret into the bushes. 

A few minutes later, two soldiers in red-and-black armor crammed into 
the mob of armies, who were all on the lookout for Tedros of Camelot. 

“Snow White’s cottage is to the east,’ Tedros whispered through his 
helmet. 

“Tell be guarded too. The whole kingdom is,” Agatha whispered back. 
“Let’s go straight to Chaddick’s house—” 

“We don’t know where it is! That’s why we need Sophie!” said Tedros. 

Through her eyehole, Agatha spotted Merlin, Hester, and Anadil 
scuttling to the citizens’ checkpoint, where guards hunting for Tedros 
assessed them with Matchers and allowed them to pass (Merlin’s name 
popping up made them give the well-suited teenager a second glance, 
before they shrugged and let him go). Tedros knew that he and Agatha 
would never survive the Matchers, which is why he’d suggested sneaking 
through the armies and meeting the witches and Merlin at Snow White’s. 
But now the plan seemed foolish. 

“I can’t move,” Tedros gritted, stuck between trolls. 

“Neither can I,” said Agatha, a throng of Rainbow Gale nymphs 
blocking her. 

Drumbeats thundered in the distance. 

“Quit your pushin’,” a troll snarled at Tedros. “King Rhian’s comin’. 
We’ ll all get a good look.” 

Tedros and Agatha ducked their heads, hoping the troll hadn’t inspected 
them too closely. 

Drums boomed louder, followed by a flourish of horns. 


“That must be Japeth!” Agatha whispered to her prince. “We need to 
hurry—” 

Fanfare exploded behind them, the trumpets of a royal procession, as 
the trees and bushes around Foxwood’s border began to shake. The foliage 
burst open, a parade of toy horses rolling through, every horse the size of an 
elephant, each completely covered in mosaics of . . . candy. There was a 
gumdrop horse, a lollipop horse, a marzipan horse, a caramel brittle horse, a 
cake truffle horse, a macaron horse, even a horse wrapped in tiny 
butterscotch balls. But the greatest horse of all, twice as tall as the rest, was 
latticed in bright red licorice, and atop this horse rose a figure in a red head- 
to-toe veil, her eyes gleaming through diaphanous silk, an enormous crown 
of white spun sugar extending off her head like antlers. The fanfare seemed 
to be coming from inside her horse, the veiled stranger striking poses to 
each new beat—tree pose, wheel pose, even a headstand in her saddle—like 
some sort of equestrian yoga, before the toy animals all rolled to a stop and 
the drums fell to silence. Hands on hips, the red woman stood with a high- 
heeled boot on her horse’s head and glared down at the hundred armies of 
the Woods. 

“Who claims to have authority here?” she announced in a mystifying 
accent at once low-class and posh. 

A sea of men gaped back at her. 

“I said, who claims authority here?” she drawled. 

“Me! Me!” yelped a voice far away, before a short, balding man in a 
lopsided crown popped up amidst the armies, wrestling his way through. He 
was red-faced and sweaty, with an egg-colored tunic and hideous brown 
scarf that made him look a bit like Humpty Dumpty. “I’m King Dutra of 
Foxwood! This is my kingdom!” 

“Incorrect, wee little man,” said the red stranger. “This is my kingdom. 
This entire Woods is my kingdom. I am the Sugar Queen, diva supreme and 
mistress of realms across the Savage Sea, come to claim the throne of 
Camelot, as is my right.” 

The king looked as gobsmacked as the soldiers around him. “B-b-but 
this is King Rhian’s land—King Rhian of Camelot—” 

“As far as I know, there is no king of Camelot at present,” the Sugar 
Queen snipped. “Arthur’s will specified two contenders for his throne. I 
don’t care who the second contestant is, but one of them is me. The 
Tournament of Kings is ongoing, is it not? A sword trapped in a stone that 


will decide the next king? Well, when Excalibur feels my touch, I assure 
you...J will be king.” 

Tedros squeezed Agatha’s arm. “What in the—” But Agatha was 
studying the Sugar Queen, who seemed to be staring right at her. 

Meanwhile, the Foxwood king puffed his belly and stood taller. “I am 
loyal to the Lion. Every man here is. You have no jurisdiction on this side 
of the sea. Return to your sugar swamp and be gone!” 

The Sugar Queen’s eyes fell on him through her veil. “You are short and 
incompetent. An unforgivable combination in a man. One more word and I 
shall open my horses, unleashing a poisoned sugar mist that will slay you 
and all your armies with a single breath. Then I can conquer your lands as I 
have all others: in silence and peace.” The king looked appalled, but the 
Sugar Queen went on: “That said, I am known for my fairness and 
generosity. If King Rhian believes he has a claim to the sword, then let him 
come to me and explain why, before we each take our turn in full view of 
the people.” 

The Foxwood king was sweating so profusely it was dripping into his 
mouth. “King Rhian has not yet arrived . . . delayed by an attack of 
traitorous mongooses in the forest...” 

“Then [ll proceed to my accommodations at Snow White’s cottage. 
Snow and I met years ago before her unfortunate death. She would sail 
across the Savage Sea and come stay with me at Chateau Sugar. Became 
dear friends, she and I. Left me her cottage in her will. Now to be my royal 
palace on this side of the sea,” the Sugar Queen declared, her horse 
procession gliding in Agatha’s direction as stunned soldiers made way. 
“Bring King Rhian to my palace the instant he arrives. Failure to do so will 
result in all of your deaths, including his. And given I trust not a one of you, 
I shall take two hostages, who will be killed if you disobey.” 

From the butterscotch horse, tiny hands suddenly reached out from its 
mouth and yanked Agatha and Tedros inside. 

Agatha heard Tedros yowl in surprise, her hand holding his in the dark, 
before they were pulled apart, Agatha caught by warm bodies she couldn’t 
see. The smell of sweet, cloying candy overwhelmed her. She threw off her 
helmet: between cracks in the licorice shell, she glimpsed the King of 
Foxwood chasing their horse. “You've kidnapped Akgul soldiers! This is 
illegal! You have no right!” 


“Bring King Rhian to me or their blood will be on your hands!” the 
Sugar Queen bellowed, her procession picking up pace, breaking through 
the last of the soldiers. The king toddled after them with his coterie of 
bodyguards, shouting things Agatha could no longer hear, her body tossed 
and jostled by whoever it was that was holding her up. 

A boy gasped behind her— 

Agatha whirled to see Tedros, helmet off, holding his lit finger like a 
spotlight. “Gnomes!” he said. 

Agatha followed his glow to an entire fleet of the ruddy, cone-capped 
dwarves packed into the horse, jogging their tiny feet on the ground and 
pushing the candied procession along. They shielded their eyes from 
Tedros’ glow, before a toothless granny gnome cupped her fist over the 
prince’s finger, plunging them back into darkness. Outside, they were 
approaching Snow White’s cottage, nestled into a clearing. Colorful shrubs 
had grown around the ramshackle two-floor house made of lumpy wood 
with a domed roof shaped like a princess’s hat. “Oh, no, no, this won’t do at 
all,” Agatha heard the Sugar Queen sigh, an array of hot pink spells firing at 
the cottage, refitting it into a chic candy chalet, with gingerbread eaves, 
gumball stucco, and powdered sugar windows, along with a lethally sharp 
rock-candy fence around the house and a blinking sign: 


Chateau Sugar East 


No Visitors Allowed 
(Except King Rhian) 


Horses plowed forward and the door to Chateau Sugar East magically 
swung open, sugarcoated ponies all jamming into the dusty foyer one by 
one, before the licorice horse piled in last and the door slammed and bolted 
shut, the Foxwood king’s belligerent shouts still echoing outside. 

Instantly, Agatha felt her horse bust open, the licorice shattering, as all 
the gnomes dispersed, wagging their bottoms and eating up the sweet 
debris. All the other horses erupted in a carnage of candy, not just gnomes 
flooding out (including a full marching band), but friends and first years 
too: Willam, Bogden, Valentina, Aja, Laithan, Ravan, Vex, Brone .. . But 
Agatha couldn’t count them all, for there was a ghostly heap of red silk 
sweeping towards her, snatching her and Tedros and pinning them against a 
wall, before the Sugar Queen flung off her veil and leveled them both with 
an emerald glare. 


“I’m going to kill that dirty, rotten Snake and here’s how,” said Sophie. 


HER PLAN was brutally simple. 

Step 1: Bait Japeth here, already in progress. The moment he arrived in 
Foxwood, he’d hear of his new rival and come straight to Chateau Sugar 
East. 

Step 2: Act like his friend. A fellow ruler simply here to iron out a 
misunderstanding. 

Step 3: Lure him into the house alone. 

Step 4: Ambush him with a hundred gnomes and students from the 
school and rid the Woods of the Snake once and for all. 

“All done in a matter of minutes,” Sophie said, her red veil magically 
refitting into Evelyn’s familiar white dress. “Then while Japeth is nowhere 
to be found .. . Tedros appears, pulls the sword out of the stone, and voila! 
—the true Lion reveals himself. An unassailable plan. The End of Ends. 
Absolutely foolproof.” 

“You know I’m not one for Sophie’s schemes, especially one that traps 
me in a knockoff of my mother’s house,” said Hester, tramping in from 
another room with Anadil, the two having arrived before. “That said, the 
plan isn’t shabby.” 

“Could have done without the circus, though,” Anadil grouched, 
gnomes around her gorging on candy. 

“We have lookouts to alert us when he’s coming,” Sophie added, 
peeking through shutters at Bodhi and Laithan, posted at the rock-candy 
gates and wearing Tedros’ and Agatha’s stolen Akgul helmets. Sophie 
sealed the shutters once more, so no one could see into the house. She 
turned to her best friend. “What do you think, Aggie?” 

There were things about the plan Agatha hated. 

Inviting the Snake here. 

Sophie taking on the burden of danger. 

But there were also things that Agatha liked: Tedros would have a clear 
route to winning the third test. And no matter how unfairly Japeth fought, 
this was too big an ambush for him to survive. His death would truly be a 
taste of his own medicine. 

Only Tedros didn’t seem to see it that way. 

He had a pensive frown on his face, his back against the wall, his eyes 
on the closed-up windows. 


“It's a good plan, Teddy,” said Sophie. “But I can’t take all the credit. I 
had a little inspiration from a friend.” 

She looked over Agatha’s shoulder. Agatha turned— 

“Reaper!” she said. 

Her cat glided towards her on a blue-velvet pillow, hoisted by two 
gnomes. Reaper bowed his head to Agatha, his crown slipping over his 
bald, shriveled ears. “The gnomes care little about the human world. But 
they do care about their king,” he said. “So when I found out you and your 
friends were in danger . . . they were willing to leave the comforts of 
Gnomeland to follow that king into battle.” 

Agatha plucked him off the pillow and hugged him tight. Reaper 
scowled: “When in the presence of my subjects, I’d prefer a more distant 
approach.” 

“When in the presence of my cat, I know nothing but love,” said 
Agatha, squeezing him harder. “I thought you could only talk to humans if 
you were under a spell.” 

“Turns out learning man’s language isn’t difficult,” said Reaper, “given 
its dim-witted constructions and lack of finesse.” 

Brone poked his doughy head in from the back room: “If anyone wants 
real food, Merlin’s hat is cooking!” 

All at once, students ganged towards him, the gnomes content with their 
candy, while Reaper took advantage of the hubbub to hop from Agatha’s 
arms and scamper away. 

“Might as well be well-fed when the Snake comes,” Sophie said, 
dragging Agatha ahead. 

Agatha pinched her arm playfully. “I really do like this new Sophie who 
eats honeycake, is the queen of candy, and makes feasting a priority while 
in the throes of danger.” 

“You know how one day you woke up and discovered boys aren’t the 
toxic poison you thought they were? Well, boys and cake have a lot in 
common, it turns out,” Sophie said with a wink. 

Agatha let go of her hand. “Sophie... . is everything okay? When I saw 
you in the fireflies, you looked .. .” 

Her best friend’s smile evaporated. She avoided Agatha’s eyes and 
whistled at Tedros: “Teddy, sweetie, what are you waiting for? When have 
you ever turned down a meal?” 


But the prince stayed in place, fluttering his hand back as if to say he’d 
be along soon, before he was cornered by first-year girls, Valentina and 
Laralisa and Priyanka, asking obsequious questions about his time at school 
(“Which bed was yours in Honor 52?” “What was your favorite thing to do 
in the Groom Room?”). 

Agatha gave Sophie a look. “We should wait for him.” 

“There will always be someone chasing after him, darling. He’s Tedros, 
for goodness’ sakes. But he’ll always love you,” Sophie said, pulling her 
into the living room. “Speaking of chasing, who’s that?” She ogled a tall, 
stylish boy laying out a banquet of plates on a wooden table. 

“That’s Merlin,” said Agatha. 

“I’ve lost my appetite,” Sophie sighed. 

The living room was a hive of activity, bodies packed around snuggly 
calico chairs and shuffling along the fluffy red-brown rug towards a 
colorful spread—kale pakoras, spice-baked root vegetables, crispy-fried 
mushrooms with garlic chutney, pasta Provengale, beet-glazed radishes, 
squash and okra curry, fava beans with sungold tomatoes, cinnamon- 
coconut rice, and chocolate-dipped churros—as if Merlin’s hat was 
determined to make its young ward and all his fellow teenagers eat their 
vegetables. 

Meanwhile, between bites of churros, Ravan and Vex were comparing 
iron pokers from the sooty fireplace, looking for the best weapon to ambush 
the Snake. So, too, were Bossam and Devan and other first-year boys 
searching the kitchen for knives that might work as daggers. Near the boys, 
Agatha spotted Beatrix, Kiko, and Reena in Knights of Eleven armor, 
boiling up a big pot of oil— 

“You’re here!” Agatha said, racing in. 

“After Shazabah, Maid Marian took some of us to Sherwood Forest,” 
said Beatrix, accelerating the boil with her fingerglow. “Met this witch 
doctor, who had a crystal ball.” 

“Showed us you were headed this way, so we came as fast as we could,” 
said Reena. 

“Got here last night,” Kiko added, giving Agatha a sleepless frown. 
“The beds are made for dwarves.” 

Agatha stood straighter. “Wait, if you went with Maid Marian, then that 
means you were with—” 

“Hello, dears,” a voice chimed. 


Everyone turned to see Dot swanning down a small staircase, a round- 
faced, young teenager once more, munching on a plate full of vegetables 
turned to chocolate. 

“Think I’m going to be a witch doctor when I grow up,” Dot beamed. 

Near Agatha, Hester growled: “Just when I was getting used to hausfrau 
Dot.” 

“ At least that one moped instead of talked,” Anadil agreed. 

But Dot was already hugging and kissing them both, her two witch 
friends squirming and gagging, but doing nothing to free themselves. 

“Marian’s still with you?” Hester asked. 

“She and Nicola went to help Queen Jacinda in Jaunt Jolie,” said Dot. 
“The old knights turned against Jacinda after we replaced them. Staged a 
coup and tried to take over the castle. So much for being loyal to their 
queen! Never seen Marian so determined to put men in their place. Perhaps 
she wants history to remember her as more than the damsel of thieves and 
sheriffs.” Dot winked. “Her daughter too.” 

Hester and Agatha gaped at each other. 

“Oh, don’t give her too much credit for figuring it out,” Anadil moaned. 
“Wasn’t like she solved the riddle of the sphinx.” 

“Means I’m half-Ever, though,” Dot said, looking tense. “Not exactly a 
witch.” She eyed Hester and Anadil nervously, as if she might be expelled 
from the coven. 

“Well... ” said Hester. “Nobody’s perfect.” 

Willam came up behind the witches: “Want to stake out upstairs with 
us? We can dive-bomb the Snake once he comes in.” 

“My idea that Will’s taking credit for,” Bogden chirped. 

Agatha smiled, watching the witches and boys go upstairs, so much love 
amongst them that Agatha nearly forgot her own true love’s head was at 
risk and his enemy on the way here. She turned to look for Tedros— 

Sophie intercepted her, nibbling on churros. “You know how Merlin 
always smelled a little like an old sweater left in a trunk too long? The 
younger Merlin doesn’t smell like that at all. Not that he seemed thrilled to 
see me. But you know I love a challenge. Grrr. Agatha, are you really not 
eating? Do I have to make a plate for you?” 

There was something in her tone, manic and forced, that bothered 
Agatha. It reminded her of the old Sophie. The performer. The actress. 


That’s when it dawned on her. “Sophie?” said Agatha, looking at her friend. 
“Where’s Hort?” 

The facade cracked. Pain spilled through, tears rushing to Sophie’s eyes. 
Agatha lost her breath, her hand flying to her mouth— 

Two horns clashed outside, urgent and badly played. 

“That’s the signal!” Sophie gasped, forcing composure. She spun on her 
heel. “Places, everyone! He’s coming! Snake’s coming!” 

Everyone sprung into motion like guests at a demented surprise party, 
toting makeshift weapons: chairs and cutlery and porcelain dinner plates. 
Quickly, Agatha peeked through the window shutters. In front of the rock- 
candy gates, she glimpsed Bodhi and Laithan tooting gnome-sized trumpets 
as a crowd of thousands swarmed towards Chateau Sugar East: soldiers 
from other kingdoms, citizens from Foxwood chanting “Lion! Lion!,” along 
with a phalanx of gold-shielded Camelot soldiers, and at the fore of them 
all, a boy in blue and gold, atop a white horse. Agatha snapped the shutters 
and whirled around, scanning for Tedros. But Sophie shoved her down 
behind a couch, the Sugar Queen morphing back into her red veil, directing 
her own army through the house. 

“Everyone hide! Out of sight! And complete silence from here on out!” 
she commanded. “Once he knocks, 1”11 let the bastard in. Then attack!” 

The house plunged to an anxious hush, every last body stuffed behind a 
wall or chair or chaise or stashed in the kitchen or upstairs, leaving only 
Sophie standing in the middle of the living room. Agatha scrambled back 
up, grabbing Sophie’s arm— 

“Hide, you goose!” Sophie hissed, burying her friend in a gaggle of 
gnomes, who were armed with jagged pieces of candy. But Agatha clung to 
Sophie’s wrist. 

“Where’s Tedros?” she pressed. 

“Hiding quietly, like you should be!” Sophie said. She wrenched free of 
Agatha, sweeping towards the foyer in blood-colored silk— 

Sophie stopped cold. 

“Teddy?” she breathed. 

Agatha leapt up. 

He was at the door. 

His hand on the knob. 

Tedros gazed at Agatha. 

“Remember your promise,” he said. 


1? 


Sophie’s eyes shot to her friend: “What promise?” 

Tedros had already opened the door. 

Sophie and Agatha both dashed for him, stumbling through the mess of 
candy, Sophie throwing off her veil, Agatha hurtling into the sun first. 
“Tedros, no!” she cried— 

Her prince stood unarmed at the gates, a thousand swords and arrows 
and spears pointed at him. 

The white horse cantered to within a few feet of him, the forest falling 
quiet as Japeth dismounted, still disguised as his dead brother. 

The Snake stared at Sophie and Agatha, frozen at the door to the house. 

His focus lowered to the prince. 

“One turn at the sword each,” Tedros declared. “Excalibur decides the 
king.” 

The prince reached his hand through the gate. 

For a moment, his enemy said nothing. 

They just looked at each other, two rivals for a throne. 

Truth against Lies. Present against Past. Pen against Man. 

All the Woods held its breath. 

The Snake’s eyes glittered. 

“Excalibur decides the king,” he said. 

He took Tedros’ hand. 

The deal done. 

Arthur’s son and Rafal’s. 

Agatha’s legs buckled, Sophie there to catch her, asking again and again 
in scared whispers what Agatha had promised him, what vow she’d given, 
but all Agatha could remember was the last time she touched her prince, 
somewhere in the dark, lost in the smell of bad candy. 


es 30: 
AGATHA 
The Sword and the Lion 


When making a deal, one must be specific. 

That’s all Agatha could think as she lurched through the streets of 
Foxwood, yoked to a chain, her mouth gagged with rope. As soon as the 
terms between Tedros and the Snake were settled— Excalibur to decide the 
king—Chateau Sugar East was raided by a hundred armies, all of Tedros’ 
friends captured and bound. The prince said nothing, watching this happen, 
even as his friends were cuffed into a prisoners’ parade, even as Reaper and 
his gnomes were kept behind and jailed inside the cottage, even as Tedros’ 
princess was kicked into the back of the line with Sophie. At their wings 
were thousands of soldiers marshaling them along, Good and Evil, prodding 
Tedros’ friends with swords and spears, while Foxwood citizens pelted the 
rebels with rubbish, chanting “Rhian is King! Rhian is King!” In front of 
Agatha, a soiled rag smacked Dot in the face, while a rotted peach slapped 
Agatha’s ear, spurting her cheek with juice. 





She remembered one of the first times she’d left the castle at Camelot 
when she was its new princess, citizens in the village attacking her with 
mashed hunks of food, rejecting Tedros as king. Back then, Agatha too had 
her doubts about Tedros. So much had happened since. A Snake unmasked. 
A Lion brought to light. And yet the people of the Woods were still deep in 
the dark. 

Agatha could hear Sophie’s choked breaths behind her, her friend the 
last in the chain, her mouth stuffed with King Dutra’s brown scarf, the runty 
Foxwood king waddling alongside and giving Sophie a boot whenever she 
slowed, sniping, “Sugar Queen! Ha!” Farther ahead, the witches were 
chained too, Hester’s demon hemmed by an iron collar around its master’s 
neck and Anadil’s two rats tied with rope around Anadil’s belly. A grim 
deja vu came over Agatha, remembering the last time she, Sophie, and the 
witches were in a chain gang, captive to pirates who took them to their 
leader. 

That was the first time they’d met the Snake. 


Now here they were again in his grip. They had magic at their disposal 
and the will to fight back, but resistance was futile; they were both 
outnumbered and irrelevant, the outcome of the tournament confined to a 
contest between Tedros and the Snake, just as King Arthur had intended. 
Even Merlin slogged along the chain dutifully, peeking back at Agatha with 
a glum expression, as if whatever incited the prince to challenge Japeth had 
been done without consulting him. 

Tedros was the only one free, walking at the front of the chain gang, his 
black coat buttoned up tight, Japeth riding next to him on a white horse. 
Twelve Camelot soldiers guarded Tedros from the front, crossbows cocked 
at him, the soldiers shuffling backwards along the last bumpy cobblestones 
of the square, Agatha terrified that any misstep might trigger one of the 
bows. Still, Tedros looked impossibly calm, as if he himself had seen the 
future and picked this path, knowing where it would lead. And yet, Japeth 
had the same serene expression, towering high over the prince, having 
seized Tedros’ friends preemptively, as if there could only be one outcome 
to whom Excalibur would choose. 

They couldn’t both be right. 

Agatha wanted desperately to trust Tedros’ instincts. No doubt he’d 
assumed that under fair conditions, in full view of the people, his father’s 
sword would anoint him king. But the Snake was always one step ahead, 
just like his own father, and to play by the rules against him was the surest 
way to lose. 

Hoping to calm herself, Agatha looked back at Sophie, but her friend 
was quailed silently in her white dress, her eyes pinned downwards. She 
sensed Agatha watching her, about to look up, but Agatha turned, letting her 
be. It was the same consuming grief she’d seen in Sophie at Snow White’s. 
She could almost read her friend’s mind: that Hort wouldn’t have stood for 
this or gone along quietly. He would have erupted into a raging man-wolf 
and smashed soldiers with his fists and raised holy, apocalyptic hell, no 
matter what deal Tedros had made. And even though it would have served 
no use and certainly made things worse, Sophie would have loved him all 
the more for it. 

That Sophie had fallen in love with Hort was as natural as it was 
surprising. On the one hand, Agatha couldn’t believe it had happened and 
on the other, she couldn’t fathom it not happening, even after Sophie had 
rejected the possibility time and time again. Around Hort, Sophie was the 


Sophiest of all and the Hort the Hortiest, each the deepest version of 
themselves, bared to each other without shame or fear or regret, and isn’t 
that what love is? That magical force that makes you more you. The way 
Agatha made Tedros more Tedros and Tedros made Agatha more Agatha. 
Sophie had tried to find another equation for love. All the boys she’d loved 
before were gorgeous or edgy or mystical, but they’d held her back or 
pushed her towards something she didn’t want or couldn’t be. Hort loved 
Sophie as herself. And any boy who could love the real Sophie in all her 
incarnations was the only prince deserving of her love. It just took Hort 
dying for Sophie to see it. 

Tears stung Agatha’s eyes. Is this how the story would end? Sophie 
stripped of her Ever After and Agatha robbed of her own? Two friends 
alone again, love found and lost? For a moment, Agatha felt like they’d 
returned to Gavaldon, she and Sophie pulled through streets of ordinary, 
tulip-lined cottages... 

Then she saw the house with the hole in the roof. 

Atop the two-level, pale yellow home, the blue tiles had been blown 
open, guards stationed around this crater, armed with crossbows, pointed at 
Tedros as he approached. Down on the ground, a thick ring of guards 
walled off the house, the strongest soldiers Good and Evil, an elite force 
protecting the third test. Agatha could hardly see Tedros anymore, the 
guards closing in on him from all sides before the prince stopped in front of 
the house. 

Japeth halted his horse. 

Tedros waited for him, as if they were friends. 

Watching them were two boys in school uniforms, standing on the porch 
in front of an open door. Both wore Lion pins, one older, about eighteen, 
who looked a bit like Chaddick, the other boy ash blond, no more than eight 
or nine years of age. In the doorway waited a woman in rose-pink robes, 
who had Grisella Gremlaine’s tan skin and sharp-drawn face. It was here 
that Lady Gremlaine must have left her son to be raised by his aunt, where 
Arthur would never learn of his existence. Why Grisella hid Arthur’s true 
heir from him they’d never know for sure. But Agatha suspected it was so 
the story of Arthur and Grisella would end on that fateful night they’d spent 
together in Sherwood Forest. For Grisella, that was their Ever After. Their 
secret to keep forever. Anything born of that secret had to be hidden, not 


just to protect Arthur and Camelot, but to give the child a fresh start, a new 
life, away from the tangled web of its parents. 

Japeth dismounted. He left his sword behind and joined Tedros on the 
patch of grass in front of the house. 

The prince nodded, ceding way to his rival. 

Silently, the hierarchy played out. 

Japeth made his way to the porch, the two Gremlaine boys bowing to 
him. At the door, Japeth didn’t enter, but instead signaled to the crowd, 
drawing forth the leaders of the Kingdom Council—King Dutra of 
Foxwood, Empress Vaisilla of Putsi, the Maharani of Mahadeva, the Wolf 
King of Bloodbrook, and dozens more— who would all bear witness to the 
test, each gliding into the house one by one until the parade of royals was 
done. 

Japeth waited by the door and nodded at Tedros. 

Tedros moved to join him, the Gremlaine boys giving him cold glowers, 
which the prince solemnly endured. From the porch, Tedros glanced back at 
the chain of prisoners, signaling to the guards at their flanks that he wanted 
them as his witnesses. The soldiers all looked to Japeth, who made no 
objection. Guards sheathed their weapons and stood down. 

At the front of the line, Vex and Ravan pulled the chain forward, 
drawing Tedros’ friends into the house, past the prince and Japeth, who 
watched them enter: fourth years, first years, followed by Merlin, then the 
witches towing Agatha and Sophie last. As Agatha jerked onto the porch, 
she stared urgently at Tedros, but he wasn’t looking at her, his eyes on his 
own cloak-covered chest, where Agatha had wrapped her hands only a short 
while ago. Was this the last time they’d be close to each other? Why 
couldn’t he look at her? Was he afraid? Was he regretting his deal? 
Overwhelmed with feelings, Agatha spun to the Snake, cutting him with a 
glare of fire and pain, but it was too late, the chain already dragging her 
inside— 

That’s when Agatha saw Japeth’s collar. 

Fluttering in the breeze, just long enough for her to catch what was 
pinned underneath.... 

A tiny piece of gray fabric that matched the color of Chaddick’s eyes. 

A golden C stitched into the gray. 

All of it, dried through with blood. 


HE’s CHEATING! AGATHA wanted to scream. 

He has Chaddick's blood! 

She needed to warn Tedros, but she couldn’t see him any longer, her 
body hauled into the crowded house. She couldn’t cry out to him either, the 
rope pulled too tight in her mouth. Down the chain, Merlin was peering 
strangely at her, but now the chain dragged them forward, her feet 
staggering over broken blue tiles, Agatha wrenched between gathered 
leaders, the Ice Giant of Frostplains, the Fairy Queen of Gillikin, the Dwarf 
Queen of Ooty, who all recoiled at her touch, until she was tugged up a 
Staircase to the second floor, giving her a view over the banister of the 
Gremlaine home. 

Japeth’s allies occupied the first floor, packed around Excalibur, its 
blade stabbed into a pile of shattered stone that had crashed in from above. 
Noontime sun spotlit Arthur’s sword through the hole in the roof, casting 
gold sparkles in the sapphire-colored stone, matching the hues of Japeth’s 
suit. The two rivals came through the door, Japeth and Tedros hewed close 
as they took their places in front of the sword. Trapped against the upstairs 
banister, Agatha saw Sophie flash her a look, no doubt recognizing the 
irony of crowding her candy chateau with friends to keep Tedros away from 
the Snake, only to end up in a house of enemies, the two boys hip to hip. 
With Tedros directly below her, Agatha couldn’t see more than the top of 
his curls, eye contact between them impossible. How could she tell him 
what she’d spotted on Japeth’s collar? That Japeth was tricking Excalibur 
the same way Rhian had, which is why the sword rejected Tedros the first 
time? How could she tell Tedros that Excalibur was about to spurn him 
again? And this time, it would kill him? 

She tried to choke out sounds, but there was no way to hear her from up 
here, the house too jammed with shifting bodies, her prince’s eyes fixed on 
his father’s blade. Slowly, a wave of quiet rolled across the house, the 
stakes growing clear. That this was the final test of the Tournament of 
Kings. That in a matter of moments, the sword would surely be pulled by 
one of these two boys and the other would die. Agatha could see her friends 
chained down the staircase, all of them with the same pale, petrified faces, 
especially the first years who still believed in a world where Good always 
wins, where the true heir to Camelot must be king. The silence grew and 
Agatha seized her chance, drawing a breath and forcing a cry through her 
rope, a cry Tedros had to know was hers— 


He didn’t look at her. 

Tedros cleared his throat. “We have our witnesses, Rhian. We have our 
test. We have only our last words that the people will remember us by, 
whether we rise to the throne or go to our grave.” 

“Then speak first, young prince,” Japeth simpered. “The last time you 
gave a king’s speech, it was something to behold.” 

Agatha saw Tedros flinch. She remembered the moment well. The 
speech King Tedros had to give to rally his armies against the Snake and 
faltered so badly, his words so uncertain and timorous that another boy 
stepped in to do the job. In that instant, Tedros had opened the door for his 
throne to be stolen. And here he was, against a boy who wore the same face 
as the one who’d humiliated him. Past is Present and Present is Past. The 
story goes round and round again... 

Unless you learn from that past, thought Agatha, watching her prince 
turn towards the crowd. Because the story might be the same, but this 
Tedros was different. His eyes were clear, his stance proud. When he spoke, 
his voice was dark and commanding, his breath low and deep, as if he was 
holding back a roar. 

“Kings are born, not made. That is the law of our land. That is what we 
are taught,” he said. “Even the mightiest and worthiest cannot ascend to the 
throne without the blood of his predecessor. Blood is the magic of how 
kings are made. Only blood. It is why my rival and I stand before this 
sword. Each of us claims the blood of my father. My father, who created 
this tournament to find his heir.” Tedros paused. “And yet, why make three 
tests? Why not return the sword to the stone and ask one of us to pull it out, 
just as he did to prove himself a king? Why declare a tournament to make 
us quest for answers and risk life and limb across the sea and back, only to 
then end here, with the same task my father passed, by the magic of his 
blood? Maybe because he learned that blood wasn t enough to make him a 
king. What made him a king were the tests of leadership he faced over and 
over. Tests that made him a king in more than blood. Tests of humility. 
Forgiveness. Sacrifice. Love. The real tests. Ones I failed my first time as 
king. Because I, too, believed in the magic of blood. That it made me king, 
even if I didn’t feel like a king or know how to act like one. I ruled with fear 
in my heart. Fear that I wasn’t worthy of my blood. Fear that I wasn’t good 
enough. I shrank from challenges, worried for myself instead of my people, 
desperate to protect a throne I didn’t think I deserved. Guilt. Shame. Doubt. 


These were my guides. It is no wonder a usurper came to rob that throne. I 
conjured a Snake into existence. Yet it was this Snake who gave me a 
second chance to pass the tests I’d failed. That’s why my father left three 
tests. To let me prove the humility, love, and courage I once lacked. But 
there is more at stake here than a crown. One of us fights to protect the 
Storian. The other seeks to destroy it and replace it with himself. Man 
versus Pen. Yet, without the Pen, we are lost. For it is the Storian who truly 
knows our fate and gives each of us the chance to fulfill it. It is why Man 
cannot rule these Woods alone. It is why the One True King must never 
replace the Storian. Because Man doesn’t have the courage to face his own 
worst fears, to rise to his greatest self, not without the help of fate. Fate and 
free will must work together. Man and Pen in perfect balance. We are all 
objects of our fate, but our will decides whether we overcome the 
challenges fate brings us. The Storian only begins our tale. We must end it. 
And my end is to grow beyond my failings and become more than my 
blood. It is why I stand here today, made stronger by my mistakes. Because 
the Pen always gives the best of men second chances. And the best of 
kings.” 

He stood taller, speaking at full thunder. “Maybe Excalibur will choose 
me now. Maybe it will not. But I will not step back from the challenge. Not 
this time. I will risk losing my head to claim the truth of who I am. A leader 
who will bring all of us, Good and Evil, into a new realm. Where Truth 
wins over Lies, where the Past doesn’t dictate the Present, where Man and 
Pen share power. A future where a king doesn’t look down on the people 
but is one of the people. I will be your Lion. I will be your protector. I will 
be your king. Not for my glory, but for all of us. All of us, even the snakes. 
Which is why my father made this the third test. It is not a test of blood or 
birth. Both of those can be faked.” Tedros set his eyes on Japeth. “But the 
truth can’t be faked. And this is a test of truth. Only one will face it with 
courage instead of cowardice.” 

The Foxwood house was still, leaders and students captive to the 
prince’s words. Through an upstairs window, Agatha could see the mob of 
citizens outside, mesmerized to silence, having listened to Tedros’ voice 
boom from the blown-open house. She gazed down at her prince, his face 
flushed with belief, and though Agatha was chained up and robbed of 
speech and Tedros still wouldn’t look at her, she’d never felt so hopeful in 


her life. For her true love no longer belonged to her, but to all the Woods. 
The Lion. The King. 

Japeth broke the silence with a chuckle. 

Agatha’s stomach sank as the Snake raised slitted eyes to his rival. 

“Are you calling me a coward?” Japeth asked. 

Tedros stared back. “I’m calling you a liar and a coward.” 

“You would know, wouldn’t you?” Japeth leered. “Tell me what I’ve 
done, other than obey Arthur’s will. Tell me what I’ve done, other than 
honor the one I love.” He burned with fury, as if in Tedros he still saw the 
fraud of Aric. “You have your truth and I have mine. The people believe 
me. They’ve burned their rings for me. Me, the One True King.” He hissed 
in Tedros’ face. “That is the truth.” 

Tedros gazed purely at the Snake. “The truth cannot be spoken. It must 
be seen. And your crimes will be seen.” 

Tension froze the house. Japeth pulled back from Tedros, a wry smile on 
his face. 

“And if they are not, soothsayer?” he baited. “If I have the blood of the 
heir and the blood of the king?” 

Tedros hesitated, the veins tight in his neck. He looked at the Snake. 
“Then I wish Excalibur take my head for as long as it is true.” 

Japeth smiled. “So it is written.” He straightened his collar, touching it 
just long enough to make sure Tedros caught sight of Chaddick’s blood 
underneath. Agatha watched Tedros’ body go stiff, his throat constrict. 

The Snake turned back to the sword. “I see no reason for more empty 
words. The test to decide the king is clear. Let us draw as to who pulls 
Excalibur first.” 

“A coin toss!” pipped the King of Foxwood, rushing forward, a gold 
piece in his hands. “Heads for King Rhian and tails for... . the other one.” 
His fingers were shaking as he pinched the coin and tossed it clumsily in 
the air, nearly hitting the Empress of Putsi. “Heads, it is. King Rhian?” 

“Pll go second,” said Japeth. 

Agatha broke into a clammy chill, her cuffed hands dripping sweat. 
Sophie squeezed against her, their arms touching, both holding their breath. 

Tedros stepped into the arena of sun beneath the broken roof, just him 
and his father’s sword. He wedged his worn boot into the mass of stone and 
put one hand on the Lion-carved hilt, then the other. Every sound drained 
out of the house, the prince’s chest rising and falling, his breaths heavy like 


an ocean wave. He grasped the sword hard. Then he pulled it with all of his 
force. 

Excalibur didn’t move. 

Tedros clamped his knuckles and yanked a second time, his forearms 
pumped, his cheeks hot red. 

The sword stayed in place. 

Air went out of Agatha’s lungs, Sophie’s chained arms hugging her 
close. Agatha could hear her friend gasping through her gag to comfort her, 
drowned out by the murmuring leaders, who’d been so thoughtful after 
Tedros’ speech as if reconsidering who they’d chosen as king, now relieved 
that Excalibur had silenced their doubts. 

Tedros stepped back, his eyes on Arthur’s sword. 

He said nothing. 

“My turn,” said Japeth. 

He came around the side of the blade and faced Tedros head-on, his tan 
hands clasping the carved Lion, rays of sun lighting up his collar. With a 
quick, shallow breath, he seized the hilt and pulled the sword. 

It glided out of the stone, into the Snake’s raised fists. 

“No!” Agatha yelled into her ggg — 

But leaders were already on bended knees, bowing to their king, and so 
were the students, pushed down by guards, Agatha and Sophie with them. 
Agatha thrust her head through the railing, just in time to see Japeth 
grinning at Tedros, Excalibur gripped in his thin fingers, its blade magically 
glowing gold. Slowly, the sword floated out of Japeth’s hands into the sun, 
suspended in midair by its own force. 

Arthur’s spirit resounded from within: 


“My blood lives on. 

The third test is complete, 
The tournament done. 

A king is found.” 


Camelot’s crown appeared like a phantom over Japeth’s head and fitted 
down onto his copper hair. 

Excalibur turned to Tedros. 

Arthur’s voice spoke once more, sharper this time. 


“And so is the loser.” 


The sword glowed red with punishment. 

Agatha lunged in vain for the stairs, trapped by her chain. 

That’s when Tedros locked eyes with her, finally looking at her, finally 
seeing her, strong and true, the way he did when he asked her to make a 
promise. To go on without him. To keep the fight. 

Tedros looked back at his father’s sword. 

Agatha screamed— 

The blade swung for her prince’s neck. 

Light caught its edge. 

Then Tedros fell, cut into two pieces. 


—-) as 
MERLIN 


Return to Ender’s Forest 


Nearly ten years before, Tedros and I had a lesson in Ender’s Forest. 
I hadn’t intended it to be a lesson. 
It was supposed to be a goodbye. 





Arthur had killed Kay and I’d resolved to leave Camelot altogether, but 
not without seeing the young prince one last time. 

As Pd waited beneath a purple oak, my eyes clouded with tears behind 
my spectacles and my hand grasped anxiously at my beardless chin. How 
could I leave the boy? Just when we were getting started? I’d intended to 
stay with his father and then with the son until a day far into the future 
when the work was done. But things had changed. Arthur had become 
secretive and volatile; instead of his mentor, I’d become a nuisance to rebel 
against. Somewhere inside him, he’d either lost faith in me or more likely, 
himself. The only cure was to leave and make him face his fate on his own. 
As for Tedros, I’d keep an eye on him from afar, like a hawk on high, until 
a day came where he needed me most. I couldn’t tell him this, of course, or 
he’d spend his life searching and waiting for my return, instead of learning 
to stand on his own two feet. No, the farewell had to be a clean blow, no 
matter how many tears were shed between us— 

“Merlin!” a voice chirruped. 


Pd turned to see him scooting between lavender bushes, his gold curls 
strewn with leaves, his princely vest torn. He was so small then, perpetually 
flushed and in motion, like a rambunctious fox. 

“Merlin, it only took me five tries to get in! I did everything you taught 
me! I closed my eyes and thought about finding the portal and then I 
focused on relaxing my brain and let my feet take me and then I opened my 
eyes and there it was! But I tried to jump in too fast, so I took deep breaths 
and that didn’t work but then I calmed down and—poof!—the forest opened 
and that’s the first time I did it on my own without you feeling sorry for me 
and letting me in. Only five times! Aren’t you proud of me? Merlin?” He 
suddenly screwed his eyes on me and cocked his head. “You look very 
strange without a beard. Can you put it back?” 

In that moment, any plans to tell him this was our last lesson 
evaporated. 

He’d just turned nine and having been nine years old myself a week 
ago, I know firsthand how sensitive one is at that age, how live-wired with 
energy and ambition, especially Tedros, who used to stand so upright, 
almost on his tiptoes, as if he couldn’t wait to grow taller. He’d lost his 
mother only weeks before and now I’d lost the strength to admit that I, too, 
was about to desert him. Instead, I vowed to make our last lesson one he 
would remember. 

“Tell me, future king,” I’d said, picking leaves out of his hair. “What 
would you like me to teach you more than anything else in the world? This 
is your chance. No limits. Anything you desire.” 

“How to die and come back to life,” the prince said instantly, as if he’d 
already given it a good thought. 

I kneeled in front of him. “Well, that’s impossible, unless you’re a 
wizard with a Wizard Wish—” 

“No, it isn’t,” Tedros contended. “That Green Knight who came got his 
head cut off by Dad and then he put his head right back on his neck. 
Everyone at the castle is saying it. He did it right there, in front of Dad! 
Slash! Plunk! Peekaboo! I want to be able to do that! I want to be strong 
and never die! I want to be a Green Knight!” 

“The Green Knight is dead,” I pointed out. 

“Fine, then give me your Wizard Wish, because you just said it’ll let me 
die and come back to life.” 

“I don’t have it.” 


Tedros balled up his fists, his cheeks hot. “You asked what I wanted you 
to teach me, no rules, and now you’re going back on it.” He looked like he 
was about to cry. 

Then and in the years to come, Tedros clung to a profound sense of 
justice. I looked into his quivering blue eyes and saw there’d be no 
reasoning with him. Of course, there wasn’t any way to teach him to die and 
come back to life—Kay’s immortality had been a unique curse—but 
perhaps if I could give the boy the feeling of death, so he’d no longer see it 
as an enemy, he might let go of his wish altogether. 

“Come,” I said, striding into my forest, the lilac spruces, purple pines, 
and plum-colored dragon trees bowing their limbs to me, sensing my 
tendency to reimagine the foliage of Ender’s Forest at any moment and 
hoping to stay in my good graces. I could hear Tedros bopping along 
behind, singing coded songs about his mother and Lancelot (“When I’m a 
headless knight, I’ll go hunting other knights! Knights that I don’t like!”), 
eagerly scrambling over rocks and logs I conjured into his path (“Merlin, 
make them harder!”), and spooking every bird and squirrel he could: 
“Peekaboo! Peekaboo!” 

In time, the forest opened up and we arrived at a mirrored pool, 
surrounded by neat purple grass, an oasis in a field. Overhead the sky was 
clear, nothing beyond the pool except more amethyst lawns, none of 
Tedros’ favorite squirrels or flowers or insects, the scene conjured to induce 
zero distractions in the boy, so he would focus keenly on what we were 
about to do. 

“Never been to this part of the forest!” he pipped, dropping to his knees 
at the pool’s edge and plunging his fist into the water. 

“What did I tell you about looking before doing, Tedros. For all you 
know, this pool is filled with piranhas.” 

“Is it?” Tedros said, wide-eyed. Now he put both hands in and his whole 
face to it, hunting its depths. “I heard they have sharp teeth and eat people!” 

I shook my head. He was stubborn, rash, prideful, overemotional, and 
had poor instincts ... and oh, how I’d miss the boy. “Let's get on with it,” I 
said. 

Sparkling nuggets rushed to the surface, spitting him with water. 

“Wish Fish!” the prince chimed, ogling the silvery creatures swirling 
through the pool. “Dad says the School for Good has a lake full of them! 
That's where Pl] go when I’m thirteen, as long as I keep eating vegetables 


and cleaning up after myself. That’s what Dad told me. But don’t know how 
much I believe him these days . . .” He looked up at me. “These are real 
Wish Fish?” 

“Put your finger in and see,” I said. “If dying and coming back to life is 
your greatest wish, that’s what the fish will show you.” 

Tedros stuffed his tiny finger in the water. 

The fish darted away from each other, like a firework dispersing, before 
shuttling back together, painting a picture of . . . Guinevere. Instantly, the 
prince withdrew his finger, his face pale. “Stupid fish!” 

He closed his eyes, as if wishing the vision of his mother away, and 
shoved his finger in again. 

This time, the fish painted Lancelot, cuddling him with love. 

Tedros sprung to his feet, kicking the water, sending the fish diving 
deep for cover. “I hate this game,” he said, sprawling onto his stomach in 
the grass. Not realizing, of course, that he’d just seen the wishes he truly 
wanted most. 

So I sat down beside him. “Tell me. Why do you want to die and come 
back to life?” 

He didn’t look at me. “It just seems amazing.” 

“But why, Tedros?” 

He thought about this awhile, before craning his head up. “Because if I 
can die and come back to life, then no one can hurt me.” 

“Oh, my boy,” I said. “I’m afraid being able to come back from death 
can’t stop you from getting hurt. If anything, living longer means you’ll get 
hurt more. Because life is also about opening yourself to all emotions, even 
the bad ones.” 

Tedros turned away. “I don’t like being hurt.” 

“Who is hurting you?” 

“No one.” He swallowed. “I’m okay.” 

“You’re lucky, then, because I feel quite hurt myself.” 

He looked back at me. “You do? Where are you hurt?” 

“Here,” I said, my hand on my heart. 

“Oh.” He nodded. “Who hurt you?” 

“Someone I loved very much,” I said. 

Tedros nodded. “Me too.” He sniffled and curled into a bean shape, his 
back against my knee. “When does the hurt go away?” 


“Once you make friends with it. Once you come to see the hurt not as 
something to fear or run away from, but as an important part of you. As 
important as love and hope and happiness. All of them are pieces of your 
heart, each as important as the other. But ignoring the hurt or pretending it’s 
not there doesn’t make it go away. It just means you’re not using all of your 
heart. Soon that piece might even dry up and break away. We don’t want 
that. A strong king needs all of his heart. And the funny thing is, once 
you’re bold enough to welcome the hurt, to give it a hug and face it 
unafraid .. . then suddenly, it’s gone.” 

Tedros was quiet, his big blue eyes fixed on his chest, where his heart 
would be. He rolled over to me. “What happened to your Wizard Wish?” 

I hunched forward and sighed. 

“Come on, give it to me,” he pleaded. 

“T don’t have it, Tedros.” 

“Tf you did, would you let me take it?” 

“No.” 

“I'm going to find it and steal it. Or another wizard’s. And I won’t tell 
you when I do,” he snapped. “At least tell me what you were going to wish 
for. To die and come back to life? Like me?” 

“Oh no. When it’s my time to die, I won’t need to come back,” I replied. 

Tedros sat up. “Why not? Why not live forever?” 

I ruffled his hair. “Because the work will be done, dear boy.” 

“You never make any sense,” the prince growled, before lunging 
forward and dipping his finger back in the water. 

“Concentrate now ... ,” I urged. “Think hard about your wish.. .” 

The fish swerved into formation, colors dancing across their shiny 
scales, steel blue and treasure gold and dusty peach, a rich vision reflecting 
back at the young prince... of his own small head, the eyes closed, severed 
from his body and carried under his arm... 

“Merlin, I did it! I’m dead! Like the Green Knight!” he yipped, gaping 
at the water. “I made it come true! Look! See, Merlin! See!” 

“I’m seeing, Tedros.” 

He whistled proudly, hopping and pointing at his decapitated twin... 
then quieted suddenly, as if absorbing the scene of his death, the reality 
behind his wish. His smile disappeared, anxiousness surging to his face. But 
he was looking at the painting closer now, at the calmness in his imagined 
self, the peace in his shut eyes, for this was the wish he’d wanted, the death 


he chose to prove something to himself, so that he could come back 
stronger. The fear went out of him, a new sense of power alighting— 

His eyes shot open in the painting, the head roaring to life: “Peekaboo!” 

Tedros screamed and took off into the fields. 

“Well, you did say you wanted to come back to life, didn’t you?” I said 
when I found him. 

But he just hugged me tightly, gripping at my robes, long after the fright 
was gone, as if somewhere deep inside, he knew that he and I were about to 
have our own death, our days together at an end. 

I left Camelot with a heavy heart, plagued with doubts as to what would 
happen to Arthur and his son in the years to follow. But I knew two things 
for sure about Prince Tedros after that last lesson in the forest. 

He wouldn’t be scared of death when the time came. 

And he’d steal another’s Wizard Wish the first chance he got. 


THE APPLE. 

The one the Lady of the Lake had given him. 

Kept in Tedros’ coat, near his heart. 

Pd thought it a strange parting gift, since it couldn't have any real 
magic, her powers mostly gone. But from what I’d seen, Tedros had laid it 
on thick, whispering in the Lady’s ear, eliciting a smile of love and 
gratitude, until she’d drawn the apple out of her waters, a token of affection 
for him. I’d assumed the prince had told Nimue that her sins were forgiven, 
that he still loved and admired her, so she would have the peace she 
needed . . . but now, looking back, it was more than that... 

He wanted something from her. 

He wanted her Wizard Wish. 

And whatever he’d said to her at the lake had made her give it to him. 

These are the thoughts that run through me watching Tedros’ head 
severed from his body, like I’d seen in the boy’s Wish Fish painting so long 
ago. Trapped on the staircase, I calculate quickly, my fists cuffed to the 
prisoner’s chain, my mind firing with teenage adrenaline. 

If Tedros has the Lady’s wish, then he had to have said his wish. He had 
to have spoken it out loud. 

Of course! 

He did speak it out loud. 


After the Snake had taunted him about having the blood of the heir, the 
blood of the king. 

Tedros had looked right at him: “Then I wish Excalibur take my head 
for as long as it is true.” 

As long as it is true. 

As long as what is true? 

Japeth having the heir’s blood. 

Japeth having the blood of the king. 

But Chaddick was the heir. 

Which means Japeth has Chaddick’s blood on him. 

And Agatha knows it. 

That’s why she looked stricken when she passed Japeth at the door. 

That’s why she screamed through her gag to warn Tedros. 

That’s why Tedros looked right at her before Excalibur cut off his head. 

Because he knows she knows it. 

He’s counting on her to know it. 

Only she hasn’t made the connection yet... My head swivels to Agatha 
and I see why. She’s too shocked, her face dead white, her whole body 
tremoring, lost to the horror of seeing her prince cut in two. Meanwhile, 
Japeth stands triumphant in the chaos of fawning leaders, Excalibur back in 
his fists. I need Agatha to look at me, but Sophie and the witches are 
huddled around her, all of them a mess of tears. Guards will come any 
moment to take us to the dungeons. Look at me, Agatha, I think. Look at 
me. Look at— 

My hat pokes out of my pocket, hearing my thoughts. 

Not you. Agatha. 

My hat launches up the stairs and smacks Agatha in the head. 

Good boy. 

Agatha glances at me. 

For the slightest second. 

The magic is already forming between my bound hands, my fingers 


prying apart just enough to release it into the air... . floating out of my 
palms ... a pink orb of light... in the shape of... 
... an apple. 


Agatha stares at it through tears, then at me, confounded. 
I glare at her hard, willing her to think like me. 
She looks at the apple again. 


The apple Tedros wouldn’t let her eat on our journey, even when she’d 
asked. 

Her gaze sharpens like a knife. 

The apple. 

The Lady. 

The magic. 

She understands. 

Tears dry up. 

Her jaw sets. 

Sophie sees the shift in her, follows her eyes to me— 

But Agatha is already jumping on top of the banister, diving with her 
cuffed arms out, swooping like a phoenix towards the Snake. 

Only one problem: all of us are chained to her— 

Sophie goes jerking up after Agatha, tumbling with a scream towards 
the first level, before the witches and I and the others yank the chain back, 
suspending the two girls in air, upside down, their heads swinging for the 
floor. Japeth whirls around in surprise, but Agatha is right there in his face. 
She bludgeons him with shackled hands, knocking him off-kilter, then 
snatches at his collar, grabbing something from beneath it. Dot manages to 
fire a spell from her lit finger, turning the chain over Agatha to chocolate. 
Agatha and Sophie snap free, crashing down onto King Dutra and Empress 
Vaisilla, who shriek and swat at them, pinned beneath the girls and yelling 
for their guards. Meanwhile, Sophie angles her bound fists to burn her glow 
through Agatha’s cuffs, Agatha doing the same to Sophie’s. Chains break at 
the same time, before Sophie swipes a brooch from Vaisilla and spears 
through her and Agatha’s gags. But now soldiers are running for both girls, 
Japeth leading them, swords out to slash them through— 

The soldiers pull back, startled. 

Because Japeth’s crown is... moving. 

Rising off his head without a sound. 

It drifts across the room, five spires of gold, shining in sunlight through 
the roof, passing over stunned leaders, before Camelot’s crown fits down 
onto another’s head. 

Agatha’ head. 

Japeth surges for her, but Sophie blocks him, her fingertip glowing hot 
pink. 

“Bow down, worm,” Sophie hisses. 


Then she peeks back at King Agatha, mouthing: “What’s happening?” 

Agatha’s eyes stay locked on Japeth. 

Baffled guards pivot their weapons between them. 

When Agatha speaks, it is with pure fire. 

“Here is your liar. Here is your Snake. He stole the blood of the heir and 
faked being king this whole time.” She holds up a piece of fabric, stained 
with blood. “Excalibur never chose him. Not the first time. Not now. It 
chose this. Without it, he’s not king. He’s no one. He’s nothing.” 

“More rebel tricks—” Japeth mocks, appealing to the leaders. 

“Oh?” says Agatha. 

She thrusts the scrap of fabric at Sophie, who’s caught on to the game. 
Sophie takes Chaddick’s blood into her hand, smiling imperiously as the 
crown flies from Agatha’s head to her own. Her white dress magically 
morphs into a coronation gown. 

“I could get used to this,” King Sophie says. 

King Dutra of Foxwood stumbles to his feet. “Explain this, Rhian!” 

“I don’t understand!” Empress Vaisilla cries. “Why would the crown go 
to them, Rhian—” 

“Rhian?” Sophie puffs. “Oh, no, no, no. Rhian is dead.” Her emerald 
eyes cut through the Snake. “This is Japeth. He killed his twin and has been 
pretending to be Rhian ever since, like a grand old stooge. All of you are his 
fools.” 

At first, they think she’s joking. Then they see the steel in Sophie’s 
glare, coupled with the crown on her head . . . The room erupts into 
commotion, demanding King Rhian respond to the charges and punish the 
girls’ lies. 

I can see Japeth’s cool shell cracking. He wants to turn into the Snake 
right here, to crucify these girls with a thousand scims. But he can’t give 
himself away. He’s playing his brother now. His Good, kingly brother. 

Japeth turns to his soldiers. “Kill them!” 

But they don’t move, even his Camelot pirates stupefied by the crown 
on Sophie’s head. 

Japeth’s facade breaks. He roars with murder, his face monstrous and 
gnarled. Excalibur out, he rushes at Sophie, for the blood clasped in her 
hand. Sophie rears in surprise, the scrap of blood fumbled from her palm, 
into the air, about to catch on Japeth’s sword— 


Agatha’s glow scorches the blood, setting it aflame, incinerating it to 
nothing. 

Ashes dangle in the sunlight like dust... 

Then they’re gone. 

So, too, is Camelot’s crown. 

Excalibur rips from Japeth’s hands and plunges back into the pile of 
stone. 

No one moves, the house silent as a grave. 

Japeth faces Agatha, her gold fingertip still smoking. 

“There is only one true heir now. Only one true king,” Agatha says, her 
voice big as thunder. “A king who warned you. The truth cannot be spoken. 
It can only be seen.” 

A truth Japeth doesn’t see at first. 

Then he hears the gasps. 

Slowly the Snake turns. 

Tedros rises, the Lion, the King, the crown of Camelot glittering in his 
hair. 

Leaders drop to their knees, awed and overcome, a wave of humility 
and allegiance. 

“Long live the King!” Agatha proclaims. 

“Long live the King!” the leaders resound. 

Tedros steps into the sunlight and pulls Excalibur free, the stone 
shattering from his force. 

His gaze never leaves Japeth. 

Arthur’s sword soars out of Tedros’ hands. 

It lifts over the Snake, glowing hot red. 

Japeth’s eyes widen, reptilian blue— 

“Like father, like son,” says the King. 

The sword falls. 

This time, no mistakes. 
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W hen it comes to wedding preparations, a witch can only take so much. 
Which is why Sophie was in a dank sewer, her black-spike heels 

clacking along the path that bordered a river of sludge. When she was Dean, 

Sophie had tried to make the School for Evil more enticing, fumigating 


these sewers with sandalwood incense, changing the color of the sludge to a 
resplendent blue, even turning the dungeons into a nightclub party on 
Saturday nights for the highest-ranking Nevers. But in her absence at 
Camelot, Professor Manley had seized control of the school and restored 
everything to its old, decrepit gloom. 

Evelyn Sader’s dress hugged her tightly, refitted into a black leather 
sheath. Once, she’d have done anything to get the dress off; now, it was her 
loyal companion, shape-shifting to her moods and desires, like her own 
version of Hester’s tattoo. If it was up to her, she’d mold the dress into a 
black vampire gown for the wedding, complete with thigh-high boots, a 
shimmering red cape, and heavy necklaces laden with blood rubies and 
signs of the cross. 

But that wouldn’t go over well with the groom. 

Boys, Sophie sighed, running her fingers over walls, struggling to see 
down the tunnel. Soon the solid stone turned to rusty grating and Sophie 
found the keyhole, using her old Dean’s key to pry the door open. She’d 
wanted to escape the wedding planning for just a moment, to catch her 
breath and be with her thoughts, but something had compelled her towards 
the Doom Room, even though she hadn’t the faintest clue why. She only 
had terrible memories of this torture chamber for wayward Nevers and the 
big, hairy man-wolf that probed for weaknesses and made nightmares out of 
them. She still remembered the way he sniffed her hair, his paws stroking 
her. He’d paid the price in the end. Pushed into the sludge and left to drown. 
For daring to touch her. For awakening her Evil. The Doom Room had 
stayed beastless ever since, the punishment of students left to the teachers. 

But now she’d felt called back, all these years later. Sophie stood alone 
in the dark, taking in the bare walls, as if there was still something here for 
her, something she couldn’t yet see. She closed her eyes, listening to the 
silence, the creak of the grate, the flit of a moth. Her heartbeat picked up, a 
tight pitter-patter, as if struggling to keep control. She tried to focus on the 
river sounds, a thick, soothing rush. But now the sludge had a life of its 
own, churning faster, harder, its roar thundering in her chest, swallowing 
her up. Something brushed her ear, the kiss of fur. Heat clawed her body, 
the threat of an animal’s touch. She tasted tears. “I’m sorry,” she gasped. 
This is why she’d come: to find her beasts, to make peace with them. The 
one she’d killed. And the one she couldn’t save. Both had to forgive her if 
she was to be free. She could feel them now, the two beasts inside her, 


entwined around her heart, pulling her towards an ending, life or death, she 
couldn’t know— 

A chill hit her. 

She startled awake. 

Something was there. 

In the darkness. 

Two coal-black eyes. 

“Sophie? Is that you?” a voice echoed. 

She turned, a thin shadow coming down the tunnel for her— 

Sophie spun back to the dark, her fingerglow lit. 

But there was nothing, except the memory of ghosts. 


A SHORT TIME before, the bride had been in her last fitting, poised on a 
pedestal in Good Hall as tall, floating nymphs poked her with pins and clips 
and measuring sticks. The groom lay on his back on the blue marble, 
sweaty and shirtless from a workout, eating chips out of Merlin’s hat and 
reading the Royal Rot. 

“You shouldn’t be here, you know,” Agatha warned him, as the neon- 
haired nymphs hovered over her. “Bad luck for you to see the dress before 
the wedding.” 

“Bad luck for me to get my head cut off too, but here I am,” said 
Tedros, his nose in the paper. “Besides, I can’t see anything with all those 
overgrown pixies around you. Listen to this hogwash: Tonight, King Tedros 
and Princess Agatha will be married at the School for Good and Evil by 
their own choosing, even though every king of Camelot has married at 
Camelot Castle since the founding of the realm thousands of years ago. In 
an exclusive interview, King Tedros insisted this is because he wants to 
‘show unity between the School and Camelot,’ after Rhian and his brother 
sought to overthrow the school and the Storian kept within. But privately, 
sources tell us King Tedros moved the wedding because the castle is under 
repair, due to a ‘de-Snake-ification,’ which the king ordered to rid Camelot 
of every last vestige of Rhian and Japeth’s reign.” 

“Um, that’s all true,” said Agatha, but Tedros barreled on— 

“We at the Royal Rot will keep a keen eye on the king’s expenditures, 
now that the Camelot Beautiful funds have been unfrozen. Word is he’s also 
spending a pretty penny to revive the Camelot Courier with a new staff, so 
the Rot isn’t left “unchallenged, ”” Tedros scoffed. 


“That’s true too,” said Agatha. 

“Don’t encourage them,” Tedros growled. He grabbed more chips from 
the hat and kept reading. 

His bride sighed. “There will always be people looking over our 
shoulder. But that’s why I wanted the wedding here,” she said, the nymphs 
finishing their work. “This world is powered by its stories. Stories that are 
real to those who live them, but stories that also inspire and teach and 
belong to every last soul in these Woods. And this wedding is about our 
story: a prince from this world and a girl from beyond it, brought together 
by an unlikely education.” Agatha looked out the window into the golden 
afternoon, my steel edges glinting high in the School Master’s tower, 
writing the words she was speaking at this very moment. “Camelot might 
be our Ever After,” said Agatha. “But this is where our fairy tale began.” 

“See? Why didn’t they write that?” Tedros asked, mouth full, finally 
looking at her— 

He dropped Merlin’s hat, his eyes wide. 

Agatha smiled down, the nymphs parted. “Because they only talked to 
you.” 

The dress was as white as a summer cloud, a three-quarter-sleeve gown 
with a plunging neck and a cascade of shimmering tulle from the waist 
Sweeping out across the floor, catching the light of the hall’s torches and 
casting sparkles on Agatha’s face. Her hair had been pulled into a delicate 
twist and wrapped in a wide white-silk band, her makeup fresh and light 
with a peach sheen on her lips. Diamond studs shined in her ears, a 
matching bracelet on her wrist. As for the shoes... 

“The nymphs had their ideas,” said Agatha, lifting her dress to reveal 
two silver clumps, covered in crystals. “And I had mine.” 

Tedros had no words, his skin so pink in his neck and chest that Agatha 
thought he might burst into flames. 

Luckily the nymphs needed the dress for final adjustments and stripped 
Agatha of it, along with the hairband and jewels and shoes, leaving her in 
the unfussy blue frock she had on underneath. She wiped away her lipstick, 
hopping off the pedestal— 

“Can you please wear your wedding dress every day?” Tedros asked. 

“Can you please wear clothes in public?” Agatha replied, sprawling 
onto his chest. 


They were alone in the vast hall, the half-dressed king and his barefoot 
princess, like two first years who’d snuck out after curfew. Neither spoke 
for a long while, Tedros running his fingers through her hair, their breaths 
falling in synch. 

“Only a few hours now,” said Agatha. “They’ll start letting guests in 
soon.” 

Tedros didn’t say anything. 

Agatha rolled over, her chin on his chest. “Something’s bothering you.” 

“No, no. I mean... it’s just strange, isn’t it? Not having anyone to give 
us away?” said Tedros. “No mom. No dad. For either of us. Dad’s at peace 
now, his ghost finally at rest. But still... No Dovey or Lesso. No Robin or 
Sheriff or even Lance. Not even Tink. None of them lived to see the end. 
But we did. We made it somehow. Through the tests. Through the darkness. 
I just wish the others had made it with us.” 

Agatha saw the emotion in his eyes, the elation and sadness of 
everything that had happened, and she, too, felt it in her throat. “I wish the 
same thing, Tedros,” she said, lying back and holding him. “We do have 
Merlin, though.” 

Tedros smiled. “Nineteen-year-old Merlin who we’ll get to watch grow 
old, day by day.” 

“Where is he? Haven’t seen him since we got to school.” 

“In the Gallery of Good,” said Tedros, fidgeting with his ring. “They 
have an exhibit there with some of his old spellbooks and things. Probably 
wants to break the glass and get them all back.” 

Agatha laughed. “Doesn’t seem happy to be young again, does he?” 

“Merlin’s happy as long as he has a pupil to badger and nitpick,” said 
Tedros. “Thankfully, he’ll be badgering me for a very long time.” 

He fell quiet, turning the ring round on his finger, studying its carvings. 
“On our carriage ride here, he asked me what I was going to do with it. The 
last of the Storian’s rings. He said all the leaders look to me as the Lion 
now. If I burn Camelot’s ring, 1”11 be the One True King, with the power to 
write others’ fates. The power to claim the Storian’s magic and remake our 
world as Good as I want.” 

Agatha sat up. “And what did you tell him?” 

“That I will never be the One True King,” Tedros answered calmly. 
“Because a true king knows there is more than one king. I will be followed 
by another and another, each protecting this ring, each leading the Woods 


for as long as we are alive. And with my time on the throne, I’ll be the best 
leader I can, while knowing that the Storian is the true master of our fate. I 
can’t stop new tests from arising, but I can will myself to conquer them. 
Man and Pen in balance. Me and the Pen. The Storian has a larger plan for 
all of us. I am only one part of it.” 

Agatha held her breath, looking at him, the boy she once knew, become 
a man. 

High in a tower, I paint this in their storybook: Agatha and the King. 
The last swan in my steel goes calm, my days of writing out of turn at an 
end, a Pen returned to its familiar rhythms .. . 

Tedros shrugged. “But then Merlin’s hat bit him, insisting it was time 
for Merlin’s nap, and M said he’s not a child anymore and they had a holy 
row. That’s how I ended up with his hat. M said he wanted to be left alone 
for once—” 

He saw Agatha still staring at him. “What?” 

She traced the faint pink scar on his neck, Excalibur’s mark. “Of all the 
tales in all the kingdoms in all the Woods, you had to walk into mine... .” 

“Now she’s stealing my lines,” said the boy, wrestling her playfully. 
“Did you really think I was dead for good?” 

“T still haven’t forgiven you for it,” Agatha said, trying in vain to pin 
him. “What if J had died from the sheer shock and then you came back to 
life?” 

“Dunno. Marry Sophie instead?” 

Agatha smacked him. Tedros pinned her. They kissed passionately on 
the cold marble floor. 

“Oh, kill me now,” a voice grouched— 

Agatha and Tedros turned to see Beatrix tramp in with Reena and Kiko. 

“Romping like rabbits while we manage the wedding,” said Beatrix. 

“You?” Agatha asked. “I thought Sophie was in charge!” 

“Sophie went running off right when we were doing decorations,” said 
Reena. “Professor Anemone helped us instead.” 

“And the witches,” Kiko chimed. 

“Witches,” said Tedros, his face clouding. “Helping with wedding 
decorations...” 

“But why would Sophie run off?” Agatha pressed. “Did anyone see 
where she went?” 

“Towards the Doom Room, last I saw,” said Reena. 


Agatha sat up. “The Doom Room?” 


“YOU OKAY?” AGATHA panted, pulling Sophie out of the dungeon cell. 
“Why are you in here?” 

Sophie stammered, her skin damp: “S-s-sorry, I didn’t mean for you 
¡eo 
But Agatha wasn't looking at her anymore, her gaze over Sophie's 
shoulder into the Doom Room. Agatha’s eyes narrowed before she closed 
the grating, hugging her chest to it, making sure it was shut. 

“What is it?” Sophie asked. 

“Come on,” Agatha said, dragging her down the tunnels. “This place 
gives me the spooks.” 

Sophie expected her friend to hound her as to why she’d gone to the 
dungeons or at the very least berate her for abandoning the wedding 
planning that Sophie herself had volunteered for. But Agatha was quiet, as 
if in rescuing Sophie from her ghosts, her friend had seen a ghost herself. 

Finally Agatha turned to her. “What time is it?” 

“Nearly four, I think,” said Sophie. 

“At five, I need to get ready,” said Agatha. “I used the castle tunnels to 
come here, so I haven't seen the decorations yet. Maybe we should check 
on them. Heard the witches are involved... .” 

Sophie’s eyes flashed. “Prepare for war.” 

They surfaced from the sewers and hustled up the banks of the bay 
towards the sun-gilded grass in front of Good’s castle— 

Both girls stopped. 

The Great Lawn had turned into a feast of color. Everywhere they 
looked, bubbles of red and blue and gold light floated through the air like 
lanterns, a few filled with tuxedoed frogs playing a bright waltz on tiny 
violins. Professor Emma Anemone cast more glowing orbs, the 
Beautification teacher draped in a yellow gown with a pattern of tiny 
diamond mirrors. She was helped by a coterie of Evers, Bodhi, Laithan, 
Priyanka included, dressed in their finest clothes for the wedding, while 
Professor Anemone led them in blossoming more brilliant bubbles from lit 
fingers: “Fill your hearts with love and well-wishes for our new king and 
queen and the beauty will show in your work! Bert, Beckett! Those better 
not be dungbombs!” 


Meanwhile, a stained-glass altar gleamed atop the hill, which Aja and 
Valentina carved with rich fairy-tale scenes: Agatha and Tedros battling 
witch Sophie at the No Ball... Sophie beheading Rafal .. . Sophie as the 
Sugar Queen— 

“What is this foolishness!” Professor Sheeba Sheeks yelped. “This is the 
wedding of Tedros and Agatha! Not a valediction to Sophie!” 

“But Sophie is the best,” said Aja. 

Down the hill were columns of red, blue, and gold seats, which Willam 
and Bogden wove through, both boys in ruffled blue suits, placing name 
cards on cushions. They saved the best seats for C. R. R. Teapea of 
Gnomeland, Queen Jacinda of Jaunt Jolie, Maid Marian of Nottingham, 
Golem of Pifflepaff Hills, followed by rows for the faculty of the School for 
Good and Evil. Behind the teachers was a section for Teapea’s gnomes, a 
testament to their help in fighting the Snake, followed by rows for all 
students of the school, Ever and Never. Then the seats for journalists and 
artists, who would document the wedding, along with room for families of 
students as well as Camelot maids and staff. And way, way, way in the 
back, sunken and teetering at the lake’s edge, were chairs for the leaders of 
the Kingdom Council. 

“EXCUSE ME!” Castor boomed, assessing their seating plan from atop 
Honor Tower. “YOU’RE PUTTIN’ THE KINGS AND QUEENS OF THE 
WOODS, THE 99 LEADERS OF THE FOUNDING REALMS, BEHIND 
FIRST YEARS AND PEONS AND A BUNCHA GNOMES, WITH 
SEATS HALF IN THE LAKE, SO THEY CAN’T CATCH ANYTHIN’ OF 
THE WEDDING BUT SOGGY KNICKERS?” 

Willam and Bogden looked up. “Yes,” they chorused. 

Castor grinned. “Good lads.” 

Between the columns of seats was an aisle of white silk, aglow in more 
floating bubbles of color, filled with lovebirds singing along to the frog’s 
symphony. Hester popped a bubble, the bird inside shrieking and fleeing 
past the black-clad witch. 

“Couldn’t help it,” Hester said as her demon whittled an ice sculpture of 
Agatha in a fierce warrior pose. 

“How’s this?” Anadil asked, in matching black across the aisle, her rats 
chiseling an ice statue of a short boy with clownish curls and a wide, 
grotesque smile. 

“Looks like an overeager dwarf,” said Hester. 


“But this is what Tedros looks like,” Anadil maintained. 

A blast of glow hit the sculpture, coating it smooth and milky white, 
obscuring its worst details. 

“Chocolate solves everything,” Dot trumped, arriving in a voluminous, 
bright pink gown with an explosion of bows. She zapped Hester’s statue 
with a white chocolate sheen too. “And it goes better with the theme. 
Unlike your outfits. Who wears black to a wedding?” 

“Witches with dignity,” said Hester. 

“Witches who don’t want to look like they fell out of a flamingo,” 
Anadil echoed. 

“Well, now that I’m young again, I want to enjoy it,” Dot vowed. “Get 
enough darkness and pointless cynicism hanging around you two. Oh, look. 
Aggie! Sophie! Why are you hiding!” 

Dot spied the girls beneath the hill and hustled towards them. 

How quickly things turn from dark to light, Agatha thought, the sun 
sending glittering shivers up Good’s glass spires. She soaked in the 
sumptuous scene, a wedding in full bloom. No more dark edges lurking. No 
more tests to pass. Just color and chaos and love. 

Sophie clasped her best friend’s hand. 

“You’re getting married, Aggie,” Sophie said softly. 

Agatha saw nothing but happiness and joy in her friend’s eyes, as if this 
was Ever After enough for them both. Which was a testament to how much 
Sophie loved her, Agatha thought. Because Sophie had lost her happy 
ending, just as Agatha had won hers. 

“Oh, not you too in black,” Dot chided Sophie, sweeping in. 

“Everyone can wear what they wish,” Agatha corrected, for Sophie had 
been wearing funeral colors for several days now. “All that matters is we’re 
here together.” 

“For now,” said Hester, appearing with Anadil. “Ani, Dot, and I were 
thinking about what comes after the wedding.” 

“Agatha and Tedros will live at Camelot, obviously,” Anadil pointed 
out, “and first years and teachers will stay here at school, Nicola, Bogden, 
and Willam included. Willam was officially invited to be an Ever by 
Professor Anemone.” 

“A lot of our classmates want to go back to their quests, like Ravan, 
Vex, and Brone,” Dot added. “And Beatrix, Reena, and Kiko are planning 
to sail the Igraine across the Savage Sea to chart the unmapped realms .. .” 


“Which leaves us,” said Hester, glancing at her coven mates. 

“You’d be perfect as Deans of Evil,” Sophie proposed sincerely. 
“Patrolling halls. Managing curriculum. Disciplining students. I mean, you 
almost took as much delight in dumping those Mistral Sisters back in the 
Camelot dungeons as I did. Almost.” 

The witches stared at her. So did Agatha. 

“But if they’re the Deans . . . what about you?” Agatha asked. 

Sophie smiled at her friend. “Thought I could come live at the castle 
with you and Teddy.” 

Agatha hesitated, looking tense, and Sophie instantly flushed, with 
Hester jumping in to stop the awkwardness— 

“Appreciate you thinking of us as Deans, but we’re not meant for office 
jobs,” Hester touted. “Besides, now that Manley has the title, it”11 have to be 
pried out of his cold, warted fingers.” 

“He and Professor Anemone already brought in sorcerers to dismantle 
Sophie’s suite in the School Master’s tower,” said Anadil. “Looks like they 
have both schools well in hand.” 

“So what will you do, then?” Agatha asked, fixing on Dot. “Still 
thinking about being a witch doctor?” 

“Our coven had something else in mind, actually,” Dot volunteered. She 
peeked at Hester and Anadil, who nodded at her, urging her to go on. “Well, 
with Daddy gone, there’s no Sheriff in the Woods anymore,” said Dot. “No 
one protecting law and order. As king, Tedros will have his knights, but if 
we’ve learned anything, Good has a blind spot to the worst kind of Evil. 
More Snakes could pop up. The Woods needs a real Sheriff. Like my dad 
was. So we thought maybe... we’d do it. Be the new Sheriff. Be the new 
law and order.” 

“Go searching for villains that don’t play by the rules,” Hester 
explained, her demon twitching on her neck. “And bring them to justice, 
our way.” 

“Hell hath no fury like three witches who think you’re giving Evil a bad 
name,” said Anadil, rats poking from her pocket with a hiss. 

Agatha smiled, looking at Sophie, but there was still tension between 
them, Agatha quickly turning to assure the witches: “That’s a magnificent 
idea. Tedros will give you any resources you need—” 

“No, no, no. Covens don’t work on behalf of kings,” Hester retorted. 
“We are independent witches, with no master or patron or affiliations, 


working in the shadows on our own missions. You will reap the benefits of 
our work, but you won’t hear about it and we intend to keep it that way.” 

Dot whispered to Agatha: “Pll send postcards.” 

“Did you hear?” Kiko gushed, cramming in. “Reena’s boyfriend is 
coming from Shazabah!” 

“Jeevan is not my boyfriend,” Reena objected behind her. 

“If a boy’s flying in on a magic carpet for you, he’s your boyfriend,” 
said Beatrix. “Speaking of, who is that?” 

From the South Gates came a sultry boy in a gray suit, with a 
pompadour of blue hair, a gold earring in one ear, and thin, intense eyes. 

“That is Yoshi,” Kiko ogled. “She found him in Jaunt Jolie.” 

“She?” said Beatrix. 

But now they saw the girl on his arm, coming through the gate: Nicola, 
nuzzled against him, in a matching gray dress. 

“Rebound boys are the best,” Dot marveled. 

“How do I get one?” Kiko complained. “I figured out Willam doesn’t 
like girls like me.” She paused. “He only likes tall girls.” 

Everyone else groaned. 

All this talk of boys made Agatha remember the days when she didn’t 
believe in princes or castles or fairy tales. 

She, the new Queen of Camelot. 

She, who dreamed of an ordinary life, only to have the most 
extraordinary one of all. 

Then she noticed Sophie, as the other girls dispersed into their groups, 
her best friend shifting in her boots, as if she didn’t have a place to go. 
Agatha knew the pain Sophie was feeling: deep in her heart, Agatha would 
always be the old Graveyard Girl. 

The castle clock sounded five, strong and bold. 

Agatha breathed a sigh of relief, touching Sophie’s wrist. 

“Come and help me get ready, will you?” Agatha asked. 


How THE TABLES TURN, Sophie thought, following Princess Agatha through 
Valor Tower. 

Once upon a time, it was Sophie with a prince, eager to get rid of 
Agatha as a third wheel. Now Agatha had the prince to herself and was 
leaving Sophie out in the cold. For Sophie, there would be no royal 
triumvirate, no busying herself at the castle with her best friend, no 


escaping her deepening loneliness. She had never wanted to end at Camelot, 
of course. But she had nowhere else to go to feel loved. And she thought 
Aggie of all people might understand that. Until she saw the way Agatha 
hesitated when she’d proposed it... 

Not that Sophie blamed her. Of course Queen Agatha wouldn’t want 
Sophie swanning around the castle, stealing focus away from her and King 
Tedros. Sophie would have been a good girl and done everything possible 
to cede the stage .. . but Agatha knew her friend too well. The spotlight 
always found Sophie, especially when Sophie felt lost and scared like she 
did now. 

Where to go? What to do? 

She was so caught up in her thoughts she hardly noticed Agatha lead her 
up a Staircase and through an office door, already cracked open. Agatha 
closed the door, while Sophie glanced at the cramped room with a single 
window and broom closet and a mess of soggy books, scraggly-written 
scrolls, and moldy food crumbs. 

“Professor Sader’s old office?” Sophie asked. “You want to get ready 
for your wedding in here?” 

“Don’t want Tedros seeing my dress. Bad luck,” Agatha said, peering 
around. “No mirror, though.” 

Sophie frowned. “Where are the nymphs? Who’s helping you get 
ready?” 

Agatha pulled a small mirror from her dress. “Brought one with me in 
case,” she said, handing it to Sophie. “Show me what I look like, will you?” 

Sophie stared at her. 

Agatha who used to hide from mirrors. 

Now carrying one with her. 

Sophie shook her head. You really have changed, she thought, reflecting 
her friend in the glass— 

Only then did Sophie look at the mirror closely. 

A mirror she’d seen before, in a land far away. 

Agatha’s eyes reflected yellow. 

Then Sophie was falling through them. 


AGATHA’S SECRETS. 
She was inside Agatha’s secrets. 


That’s all Sophie had heard about the mirror. It revealed the things a 
person wanted to hide. 

But now Sophie was in a familiar place, dank tunnels melting into view 
around her, a river of sludge rushing past... 

The sewers. 

“Sophie, is that you?” a voice called. 

Sophie spun to see Agatha hustling towards her, barefoot in her blue 
dress— 

Sophie grabbed at her: “Aggie! Why are we here!” 

But her hand went through her friend like a ghost, Agatha continuing to 
move along the sludge, heading towards a blond girl in a black leather 
dress, farther down the tunnel... 

Me, Sophie realized. 

This isn’t now. 

This is before. 

When Agatha found her in the dungeon. 

Quickly Sophie chased after Agatha, catching up to her just as her 
friend pulled the old Sophie out of the cell. 

“You okay?” Agatha was panting. “Why are you in here?” 

Sophie’s past self stammered, her skin damp: “S-s-sorry, I didn’t mean 
for you to...” 

But Agatha wasn’t looking at the old Sophie anymore. She was looking 
over her shoulder into the dungeon. Agatha’s eyes narrowed before she 
closed the grating, hugging her chest to it, making sure it was shut— 

Except now the scene magically pivoted, like a projection rotating on 
itself, allowing Sophie to see what was happening on the other side of the 
grating, inside the cell... 

A shadow, crouched on the floor, seizing onto Agatha’s wrist and 
handing her a mirror through the grate. 

And on this mirror, a message etched in dust: 


MY OFFICE 
5 PM 


Agatha hid the mirror in her dress before spinning on her heel and 
ushering Sophie out of the sewers, that strange, spooked look on Agatha’s 
face that Sophie remembered— 


But now the scene was vanishing, the secret exposed, as Sophie felt 
herself pulled back into Professor Sader’s office, her head faint and blood 
throttling, her eyes flying to the desk . . . the food crumbs and soggy books 
and bad penmanship that hadn’t belonged to Professor Sader at all... but to 
the boy who had taken over as History Professor once the old seer was 
gone... 

My Office. 

My. 

Slowly Sophie turned to Agatha, her heart on fire, her body shaking so 
hard she couldn’t see straight. 

Agatha nodded towards the broom closet. 

Sweat dripped off Sophie’s palms. Every step she took seemed as if she 
was taking eight steps back, like she was clinging to the fringes of a dream 
just when she was waking up. She couldn’t breathe, her hand grasping for 
the closet door, stuttering onto the knob, turning it the wrong way, then the 
right way, the jamb stuck before she shot it with a spell, blasting the door 
off its hinges, the darkness inside overwhelmed with light— 

Sophie dropped the mirror, shattering the glass. 

Every shard reflected him. 

He was skinnier than before, weakly pale in a thin black shirt and black 
breeches, his hair dark and jagged, his arms and legs cut up and heavy 
white bandages peeking out from his shoulders and chest. But his eyes were 
strong, hot with life and locked on Sophie, as if he was afraid to blink. 

“It's a trick... ,” Sophie croaked. “It’s impossible . . .” 

The boy stepped out of the closet. 

“Every good story needs a little impossible,” said Hort. “Otherwise no 
one would believe it.” 

Sophie’s legs jellied, the distance between them feeling as wide as an 
ocean. 

“Tl leave you two,” said Agatha at the door— 

“Aggie?” Sophie gasped. 

Agatha looked back at her, her eyes shining with happy tears, brimming 
with love. And suddenly, Sophie realized that she had it all wrong. Agatha 
would do anything for her. She always had. She always would. And on this, 
her wedding day, it wasn’t her own happy ending that Agatha had been 
determined to make happen. It was her best friend’s. 

Agatha gave her a wink, then closed the door behind her. 


Sophie swallowed, struggling to focus on Hort, as if gazing into the sun. 
“How?” 

“Kept myself alive just long enough to be rescued,” he said. “An old 
friend found me, who happened to be an expert in forest survival. Nursed 
me back to health.” 

“An old friend? Who?” Sophie asked. 

“I mean... really, really old,” said Hort, nodding out the window. 

Sophie peeked through and glimpsed a wrinkled, bearded gnome on the 
lawn, swatting at Neverboys with his staff: “Eating the wedding cake! 
Hooligans! Yuba is back! Shipshape! Shipshape!” 

“This whole time, Yuba was searching for missing files on Rhian and 
Japeth from the Living Library,” Hort said behind her. “Never found them, 
but he found Aladdin’s mirror in a Pasha Dunes pawnshop. Tedros must 
have lost the mirror in the desert before one of the Sultan’s soldiers sold it 
off, not realizing what it was. I had a plan to use the mirror, to bring you 
into my secrets, but then Agatha showed up and ruined everything as 
usual ...so I had to improvise .. .” 

This is real, Sophie thought. 

This is happening. 

She turned back, taking Hort in, finally letting herself believe it. “I 
thought I’d lost you... I thought you were dead... ,” she rasped, moving 
towards him. She reached for him— 

“Wait,” he said, drawing back. He turned away, his face quivering. 
“There’s something I need to tell you.” 

Sophie’s stomach wrenched. 

She’d been waiting for it. 

Her happy endings always came with a catch. 

Tears slid onto Hort’s cheeks. “The wolf part of me,” he said quietly. 
“The wolf that was shot in the tree .. .” He couldn't look at her. “It’s... 
dead.” 

Sophie went still. 

“The part of me you liked. The strong part. The beast. My wounds were 
too great for it to survive,” Hort confessed, his voice broken. “It’s just me 
now. Weaselly old me. And I know that isn’t enough for you.” 

Sophie didn’t say anything for a moment. She stood taller on her heels. 
“No, it isn’t enough for me.” 

Hort hung his head. 


Tears frosted Sophie’s eyes, watching him. “It’s more than enough.” 

He froze, slowly raising his chin. 

“You’ve always been enough, Hort of Bloodbrook,” said Sophie. “You, 
who are strong enough to die for the girl you love and still find your way 
back to her. You. Bold, big-hearted, beautiful you. It’s me who wasn’t 
enough. Me who kept searching for fantasy love instead of real love. It’s me 
who didn’t deserve you.” She touched his cheek. “Until I opened my heart 
big enough and found you there, waiting patiently, a piece of me all along.” 

She kissed him, holding on to him tight, his lips so soft and perfect they 
felt like home. Where they would go from here, who they would become, 
she didn’t know, the two of them bound by nothing except their feelings for 
each other and thankfulness for this moment. For the first time, Sophie 
didn’t need to know the future to be happy. She didn’t need promises or 
princes or a storybook life. All she wanted was the most ordinary of ends: 
to love with all of her heart and to be loved the same way in return. 

Their mouths parted, Sophie taking in air. “Should we go and tell the 
others?” she asked, moving for the door. 

“Not yet,” said Hort, locking it sharply. “They can wait.” 

Sophie grinned as he came for her. “Who says the beast is dead?” 


TEDROS WAS TEMPTED to peek into Sader’s office and see Hort in the flesh, 
but from the scene Agatha had described to him and the rapture between 
Sophie and her weasel . . . better he didn’t. 

Leave it to Agatha to execute the perfect love plot on the day of her own 
wedding, Tedros thought, heading through a glass breezeway, dressed in a 
white-and-gold suit and matching white boots, his golden hair perfectly 
arranged, his heart pumping with happiness. Happiness that he’d kissed his 
bride before he’d left her with the nymphs to get ready. Happiness that Hort 
was alive and on the way to recovery. Happiness that Agatha could get 
married, knowing her best friend had found love. And happiness for Sophie, 
who he no longer thought of as a thorn in his side, but as a true, 
irreplaceable friend. His castle would be open to her always, his once- 
nemesis now part of his family, and no doubt fresh challenges would arise 
in the course of his reign where the King of Camelot would call upon the 
Witch of Woods Beyond for her help. 

Through the glass breezeway, he could see guests arriving: Maid 
Marian, with some of Robin Hood’s old Merry Men . . . Queen Jacinda, 


looking resplendent, with eleven new female knights flanking her like 
bodyguards, the coup in her castle put down . . . Boobeshwar and his troop 
of mongooses, each kissed on their furry heads by Princess Uma for their 
work slowing Japeth’s armies . . . Caleb and Cedric and Headmistress 
Gremlaine, who Tedros personally visited a few days earlier to tell them the 
truth about Chaddick of Foxwood, his liege, friend, and brother . . . Hansel 
and Gretel and Briar Rose and giant-slaying Jack, old members of the 
League of Thirteen... 

All made their way to the lawn, savoring cups of masala tea and plates 
of saffron pudding and pistachio cookies from Reena’s mother, who insisted 
that she and Yousuf handle the food and drink for the wedding, including 
the elaborate feast to follow and the twelve-layer cardamom and rosewater 
cake. 

Then Tedros noticed Pollux slinking up the hill, his oily head atop a 
poodle’s body, the dog trying to keep away from Castor, who’d already 
spotted his brother and was giving him a rabid glare. Pollux hadn’t been 
invited, of course, but he always came sucking up to power when he saw 
the chance. More guests flooded in: the Fairy Queen of Gillikin, the Ice 
Giant of Frostplains, the Dwarf Queen of Ooty, mixed amongst the students 
and teachers of the school. Pospisil, too, had come, the old priest dressed in 
gold and brought to the altar, where he would conduct the wedding. 
Everyone was here, Tedros thought, past divisions and sins forgiven, the 
Woods united under the Lion, all friends accounted for... 

Except one. 

Tedros hastened towards the Gallery of Good. He would have forgotten 
entirely about Merlin, except Merlin’s hat was making such a fuss about 
being away from the wizard that Tedros had stuffed it under pillows where 
the nymphs were dressing his bride. 

At first, Tedros had assumed Merlin was down on the lawn, but Tedros 
hadn’t seen him and at nineteen years old, the wizard couldn’t be expected 
to be a model of timeliness and responsibility. Most likely he got 
sidetracked in the Gallery of Good, practicing his old spells, determined to 
return to the master wizard he once was. Tedros hopped off the staircase, 
jogging past corridors to the double doors at their end, shoving through and 
ready to give the boy a stern talking-to— 

But he wasn’t there. 


Tedros glanced around the deserted gallery and its exhibits and displays, 
celebrating the best of its alumni. Merlin had his own corner in the 
museum, a tribute to the wizard’s humble beginnings as a student at the 
school a long time ago. But nothing in Merlin’s display had been disturbed, 
not the glass cases with his old spellbooks or his first-year assignments or 
his medal for winning the Trial by Tale, as if the wizard boy had never 
come here like he’d said. 

Must be with the guests after all, Tedros sighed, heading back— 

Then something caught his eye. 

One of the spellbooks. 

It was open to a young painting of a radiant beach at sunset with pink 
sand and purple waters, the sea leading out in calm, brilliant waves... 
where it abruptly stopped. The waters, the waves: it all went blank, as if the 
painting was unfinished. 

But it was the title that Tedros noticed. 


SAMSARA 
“Where Time Ends” 


Samsara. 

Tedros had heard it before. 

Merlin had used the word in Avalon, when the teenage wizard was 
annoyed with him and Agatha. 

“Think I would be here, decades younger than I’m supposed to be... 
instead of basking on the beaches of Samsara?” he’d groused. “That’s 
where I’d like to spend my future.” 

Tedros looked at the painting again, the vibrant purple waters cut short. 

Where Time Ends. 

Something in Tedros went cold. 

“Tedros?” 

He turned. 

Agatha. 

She was in her wedding dress, Sophie and Hort at her side. Their faces 
were pale, watching something in Agatha’s hands. 

Merlin’s hat. 

The blue velvet fading, the threads coming apart, magically aging in 
front of their eyes. 


It hacked out a cloud of dust: “Honor Commons.” 
Tedros was already running. 


BY THE TIME they arrived, his hair had gone gray, wrinkles creasing into his 
smooth face. 

He was reclined on the couch, his old, velvet robes fanned around him 
like a purple sea, while a fire burned in the fireplace, casting light on murals 
of mermaids and kings. 

They gathered around him, Tedros on his knees. 

“My boy,” Merlin said. 

“M, what's happening . . . you have to make it stop... ,” the prince 
begged, watching him grow older, forty, forty-five, fifty at Tedros’ best 
guess, his cheeks weathering, his skin loosening on his bones. “Please, 
Merlin.” 

“No one gets to be young again for free, Tedros,” the wizard spoke. 
“Once upon a time, the King and Queen of Borna Coric learned that lesson 
when they tried to stay young forever, only to learn they were on borrowed 
time. I, too, was on borrowed time. Nineteen years of added life, lived in 
nineteen days. More years than I had left to live. And now Father Time has 
come to collect.” 

“But surely you can fight it,” Agatha pressed. “Surely you can do 
something—” 

“What I want to do is be right here, with you,” said the wizard, his hair 
gone white. He looked at Tedros in his suit and Agatha in her wedding 
dress, Sophie’s lips smeared and Hort’s hair in disarray. “The great things 
you will do. So much love between you.” 

His shoulders hunched, liver spots dotting his arms. 

Sixty. Seventy. Seventy-five. 

Tears wet Tedros’ face. “Stay with me, Merlin . . . We can be 
together... We can see the world... .” 

Merlin’s eyes fogged behind his spectacles. “I’ve seen the world in you, 
my boy. Now it is time to go where time ends. To cross the line between 
seeing and silence . . .” His words slowed. “Tellme... what did you say to 
the Lady of the Lake . . . What did you say that made her give you her 
Wizard Wish?” 

Tedros watched him turn bony and limp. “Merlin—” 

Merlin clutched his hand. “Tell me, my boy.” 


Tedros held down tears. “I told her how I proposed to Agatha.” 

Merlin’s chest rose and fell. 

Agatha looked at Tedros, nodding at him to go on. 

“I woke Agatha in the middle of the night,” said Tedros, gripping the 
old man tight. “We were at Camelot. Not too long after we came from 
school. She was asleep in her chamber. I said that I needed her help. 
Naturally, she came at once. We snuck past the guards, through the gardens, 
and down the shore to the Savage Sea. I explained that I’d found a seer, 
who told me my reign could be protected from Evil by a magical talisman. 
A secret jewel that appeared once a year where the moon met the sea. 
Tonight was that night, I told Agatha, pointing to a moonlit rock far out into 
the waves. The waters were frigid, the currents rough. But I promised her: if 
we could get the jewel, we’d be shielded against Evil forever. No surprise, 
she dove in before I could. We swam together, through the ripping 
undertow, she dragging me out when I got pulled down, me chewing 
through seaweed that had snared her, both of us chilled to the bone and 
losing steam as we pushed length after length into icy water. And just when 
we thought we could swim no more, our lungs failing, our eyes too salt- 
stung to see, we were there, at the end, the surface of the rock polished by 
the light, the talisman in plain sight. That’s when Agatha found it: the 
diamond ring I'd left there. Now, she understood. The talisman was a 
question. Our journey to get to it the proof of our love. I was asking to be 
her husband and she my wife. That we would risk our lives for each other in 
a winter sea was answer enough. Death would be no obstacle to our love, 
only another challenge to overcome. Which is why I need your Wizard 
Wish, I told the Lady. To hold on to the love I fought so hard to find. Love 
that the Lady could still find herself, even without her powers. She had to 
give her story a chance. She had to trust the will of fate. Fate that had 
brought she and I together. It is not your time for death, I told her. And it is 
not the time for mine. We’re part of each other’s story now, the way you 
and I were part of my father’s, bound by love and pain and forgiveness, but 
most of all hope. Hope that we can all be as valiant as the Lady, to face our 
mistakes, to accept our weakness and keep going, wherever it takes us, not 
for Good or Evil, not for glory, but to find the truth of who we are meant to 
be.” 

Merlin gazed into Tedros’ eyes. 

“My king,” he whispered. 


The room was quiet, the four youths kneeled over the wizard. 

Merlin looked at them all. “The End of Ends... . the stories told... 
What wondrous souls you are.” 

He let go of Tedros, fading deeper into purple velvet. 

“Please, M,” said the king. “Stay a little longer.” 

Merlin breathed out a smile. “Don’t you see...” He closed his eyes, on 
to new shores. “The work is done.” 
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My Dearest Evers, 


Welcome to your new home! 


Every four years we invite the best of Good, whom I, 

as Dean, am entrusted to teach. From Rapunzel to Tom 
Thumb to Snow White, many of the greatest heroes have 
graced these halls before they found their way into eternal 


legend. 


It is common knowledge, of course, that Good always 
wins in fairy tales. For the past several centuries, 

Good has vanquished Evil at every turn, no matter how 
nefarious the threat. And yet, our streak of victories had 
left us complacent, I am sorry to say. Indeed, if it hadnt 
been for the arrival of a student named Agatha in our 
previous class—now Agatha of Camelot, of course—we 
may have continued our descent from a Golden Age of 
Good into an Age of the Inconsequential. Agatha helped 
remind us all that Goodness is an open heart, even in the 
face of the greatest Evil. Tndeed, it wasnt so long ago that 


I called the Dean of Evil my own best friend. 


TI ee 


But Evil is under a new regime now and one that appears 
to play by a different set of rules. Be respectful, be 
welcoming ... but be wary. They are still the enemy, 


probing our weaknesses like snakes in the sand. 


ut you are Evers through and through, my children. 
Bits se Das dim and img pl 
And as long as you honor the truth of Good s cause, 
then it is only a matter of time before Evil retreats to its 


shadows, beaten and humbled, as it has every year before. 
Warmly 


ne 
(arissa Dovey 
Dean of Good 
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TO Dean Sophie 
Mischief Tower 
The School for Evil 


Enclosed please find a drawing of your proposed changes to the School 
for Evil, per our meeting last month. We here at the Everwood 
Architecture Society ave thrilled to be working on such an exciting 
project; this is the most ambitious design we have undertaken since 
completing Captain Hook’s bachelor pad aboard the Jolly Roger. 


Of course, a two-dimensional image cannot fully convey the true glory 
of what this building will look like once complete. Allow me to walk 
you through each of the new features and explain how they fit into 
your spectacular and courageous vision. 


1) STYMPH LANDING PAD: New Nevers will no longer be 
dumped into the “stinky moat” upon arrivel at school. Instead, Evil 
students will enjoy a pleasant landing on this polished marble ledge 
attached to Vice Tower ~e much more civilized introduction to their 
new home! 


2) REVOLVING SUPPER HALL: The next generation of dining 
facilities offers 360-degree views of the Endless Woods. 
(Nole: We will need lo hire exper!s from Ihe While Rabbit's Clock- 
Making Factory to assist us in constructing oversize cogs 


and gears.) 


3) DEAN SOPHIE'S QUARTERS: As requested, the School 
Masters tower wall be converted into your own private residence. 

The top floor will serve as a walk-in closet, with separate sections for 
shoes, cloaks, gowns, and tiaras, as well as a built-in vanity station 

and hair salon. The second and third floors will house living quarters, 
with all walls and ceilings made entirely of mirrors. The bottom floor 
will contain a vast dining facility for dinner parties. The walls of the 
dining room will be decorated with portraits of you, Dean Sophie, from 
throughout your life. 


4) SOPHIE’S WAY: We understand that every minute in the Evil 

Dean's busy day is priceless! This bridge connecting your private tower 
to your office in the School jor Evil will make your daily walk to work 
effortless and brief. We have budgeted for rare enchantments in order 

to keep students and uninvited faculty from crossing over. 


5) EVIL GROOM ROOM: Per your request, “Evil doesn't have to 
be Ugly’ will be engraved on the doors. 


6) EVIL HALL: We referred to your notes from the “1°” Annual 
Villains No Ball” to imagine the new and improved Evil Hall. Black 
diamond chandeliers will dangle from the night-sky ceiling; the 
stained glass windows will depict your greatest triumphs against Good. 


7) TUBEWAYS TO THE BEACH: In addition to making 
inlercastle transpor! a snap, the tunnels are lined wiih enchanted 
glitter that sprinkles on the students as they pass. If a student has 
permission to leave schoo! grounds, he or she will arrive at his or her 
destination all sparkly and ready to party! However, if the student does 
not have permission te leave school grounds, the glitter will create a 
rather vile and uncomfortable case of blood blisters once it touches skin. 


8) JUICERY: In order to comply with your updated Evil Meal Plan, 
the Juicery has buili-in taps that serve liquefied concoctions containing 
cucumber, beei, and carrot for the improvement of complexion und 
reduction of flatulence. 


9) DOOM ROOM NIGHTCLUB: Every Saturday night, the 
Doom Room wil! turn into an exclusive nightclub, only for Evil 
students with high rankings and your personal guests. 1t is my 
understanding that crogs make very good bouncers, so T suggest you 
employ one to keep Evers out. 


10) SOPHIE'S BEACH: Hardworking faculty members who need 
to rest their weary feet can now do so in a private cabana. We have 
included a cabana-wolf service station for moat-side meal service. 


11) WINNERS’ WEATHERVANE: A statue of your gracious 
self, made fram pure Bloodbrook onyx, tops the remodeled School 
Masters tower. Your finger points at whichever school is currently 
winning the newly announced Annual Challenge Competition 
between Good and Evil. 


We hope that this design is to your liking. Please be aware that we 
project o limelable of seven years lo complete construction and thal 
the last-minute changes you sent over have considerably raised the 
building cests. 


Please feel free to contact us with any questions. 


Sincerely yours, 


Rina Dtinda 


Rena Rotunda, Licensed Architect 
Everwood Architecture Society 


P.S. Just as we were about to send this letter, we received a surprising 
communiqué from one Dean Clarissa Dovey. We feel obligated to 
inform you of her statement that these renovations are “not now 

nor will ever be” approved by the Board of Directors of the School for 
Good and Evil. She went on to say, and I quote, “Our school is based 
in tredition, No Dean, now or ever, will be allowed to turn it into an 
amusement park.” 


P.P.S. We were confused by your written request io “make 
Tedros look fat” in all renderings. King Tedros of Camelot is a 
trusted client, and, with all due respect, we can assure you that 
he is as svelte as ever. 
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EVERS SUPPLY LIST 






DEAN’S NOTES: 

¿E Uniforms, books, and schedules will be provided 
upon arrival. 

Æ Due to our new mission of gender equality, the 
following list applies to both Everboys and Evergirls. 





REQUIRED: 
1 trunk made of Gillikin mahogany with the student's 
initials engraved 


1 Howerground Pass (included in Admissions Package) 
4 boxes of crisp parchment (no crinkled sheets, please!) 
14 peacock-feather quills 

1 beaver-tooth quill sharpener 


4 bottles of willow-sap ink 


STRONGLY RECOMMENDED: 


1 Briar Rose? sleep mask, 
set for 8 hours a night 





2 cumulus-nimbus pillows with dewdrop embroidery 


1 silken-moss bedspread 


10 pairs of anti-callus alpaca kneesocks 


1 moleskin yoga mat, with 
sweat-minimizing enchantment 


1 selfattirming magic mirror, 
set on level “Blind to All Flaws” 


OPTIONAL: 
1 pack of Hinderpöllen pills 
(for those with allergies to plants) 
1 pair of whisper slippers for late-night 
trips to the toilet 





Due to an alarming lack of discipline in the School 
for Evil, pranking in Ever dorms has become 
a very real concern. The following items are 
recommended for all new Ever students in order 
to counteract these pranks: 


1 flutterflea-resistant mattress cover 
1 set of impenetrable lambswool curtains 
1 bottle of skunk-scent neutralizing tonic 


1 personalized, life-size wooden decoy (Geppetto's 
Workshop makes the most convincing ones) 


1 pair of clippers with cobra-tooth blades 
(NOT the python-tooth model; they won't 
cut through enchanted vines) 








NEVERS SUPPLY LIST 


DEAN’S NOTES: 


Uniforms, books, and schedules will be provided 


upon arrival, 


X Despite the SGE's new mission of gender equality, 
boys and girls have different beauty needs, as Dean 


Sophie knows from personal experience. 


REQUIRED FOR ALL STUDENTS: 


1 trunk made of Ooty-Kingdom black coral with the 
student's initials emblazoned in gold leaf 


stymph-ride pass (included in Admissions Package) 


sheaves of smooth birch-hark scrolls (parchment can 


raven-feather quills 
piranha-jaw quill sharpene: 


bottles of shark-blood ink 


REQUIRED EXTRAS FOR NEVERGIRLS: 


17 snakeskin pouches of honeycream for daytime use 








17 snakeskin pouches of hollyoak 
serum for overnight moisturizing 


plarypus-bill hair straightener 
pair of crow-beak hairbraiding tongs 


pair of cuticle-reducing bullhide gloves 


REQUIRED EXTRAS FOR NEVERBOYS: 
1 stingray-tail straight razor 
1 jar of shaving jelly 


1 pair of barbell boulders 


STRONGLY RECOMMENDED: 


1 Evil Fairy? sleep-inducing spindle, 


set for 8 hours a night 


storm cloud pillows with hailstone embroidery 
poisonous hemlock bedspread 


self denigrating magic mirror, set to level 
“No Pain, No Gain” 


OPTIONAL: 
2 packs of Hindersunshine pills (tor those with 
allergies to bright light and/or good behavior) 
pair of enchanted sleep shorts with an 
extra-strength night-fart filter 
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THE OFFICIAL SUPPLY 
STORE FOR SCHOOL FOR : 
GOOD & EVIL STUDENTS!* 


*We serve Good students only, 
as Evil supplies make our entire ı 


shop smell like eel snot and 
skunk leather. 
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“NOT A TOILET 
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GINDERE LEAS VICE PE DAR TENO LIT 


O/ IFFEUSTOM 
O BALL GOWNS* 
“You dream it, 
We ean make it!” 


“And it war'tiurn to rags after 


midnight... unless vou want it to! 


D % OFF YOUR PURCHASE AT 


Brice Rose 


BEAUTY SUPPLY! 


COME SEE OUR SPECIAL SALE ON LAVENDER SLEEP MASKS 
GUARANTEED 10 LAS! 100 YEARS OF SLUMBER! 


OOD FOR: 
One Free Set of Wooden Teeth from 


GEPPETTO'S WORKSHOP 


“Geppetto’s: Replacing missing body parts 
with wooden ones for three centuries 
and counting!” 
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¥ 90.0% a off ANY ITEM at e 
JESTER'S JINX SHOP! 


HAMHAHAH AH A HAAH, 
GOTCHA! 
WE'LL GIVE YOU 10% OFF, OKAY? WE'RE RUNNING A BUSINESS HERE! 


Just KIDDING! 





Bring this coupon to the 


WANDA the WITCH 
WORKSHOP 
in the Southern Boglands 
and get 10% off 
our vast array of potions, 
lotions, and Evil notions. 


For the finest in luxury outerwear .. . 


For a rare piece that will 
become an neitlocm 7 


there's Er one place: 


ER 


a Unicorn Parn | 


If you think your enemy deserves a All our items are made of pura 
unicorn hair and no animals are 


harmed in the process. 


mysterious itch, better come to see 


WANDA the WITCH! 


10p. off for all SGE students 
Be special. Be unique. 
Be irresistible. 


Be... Allagarra. 


Its the ANNUAL CROWN aad 
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All roval-inspired headpieces ARE 
70% off AND for a limited time .. . 
personalized ENGRAVING is FREE 
wirh purchase! 
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€] FREE 
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WITH ANY ORDER FROM 
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EVERGIRL UNIFORM: 

> DRESS: Apple-blossom brocade; pearl 
embellishments from the Nymph 
Oyster Nursery 

> SHOES: Enchanted dancing slippers 
(can also increase running speed in 
case of Banshee attack) 

+ ACCESSORIES: Pegasus-feather 
headdressand fan 


EVERBOY UNIFORM: 

> COAT: Jacquard dinner jacket; 
gold buttons from Midas' Court 

> BREECHES: Slender-fit minotaur 
wool in amethyst 

> CRAVAT & STOCKINGS: Hand-stitched 
whisper silk 

+ WIG: Woven from pure Altazarra 

unicorn hair 

> SWORD: Only to be used for official 
school portraits or to fend off a Harpy 


invasion 


"HISTORICAL NOTE: In its early years, the School for Good and Evil lacked both a 
strong School Master and a dedicated Blue Forest. Consequently, creatures from the Endless 


Aniforms 


MASTER ERA 





NEVERGIRL UNIFORM: 
> COAT: Tigris-fur cloak; copper 





embossment from Smee's Booty Auction 
> COLLAR: Shadow-silk ribbon 
> SHOES: Blade-tipped slippers, sharp 
enough to poke out a cyclops eye 
> ACCESSORIES: Defanged hydra 











NEVERBOY UNIFORM: 
> COST: Embroidered cobra-skin 
overcoat with carbuncle buckles 
> PANTALOONS: Wide-fit chintz in 
bubonic black 
> SHOES: Sharp spade loafers, helpful 
to dig trenches in sudden batt Pyr 
> KNIFE: Recommended for delense f Te q 
against rogue stymphs in the Woods, but 
YOS AN in the castle at all times x 
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EVERGIRL UNIFORM: 
> DRESS: Tea-length chiffon in raspberry soufflé 
(by Cinderella’s Mice Designs, Ltd.) 
> SHOES: Blush-satin Mary Janes (Each girl receives 
one pair—no exception for slippers left at the ball!) 
> ACCESSORIES: Rose diamonds with 
fairy-dust polish 







EVERBOY UNIFORM: ES 
+ COAT: Cornflower blue embroidered with Fr 
antique Rumpelstiltskin gold straw 
+ BREECHES: Slender-fit starched linen 
in eggshell i | 
+ SHOES: Riding boots with t | 
manure-resistant finish Lal 
+ CLOVES: Fitted with nonslip sword grip | 









Aniforms 


MASTER ERA 







+ SHOES: Torture boots with 
werewol£skeleton details 
> KNIFE (Optional; only Dean- 
sanctioned, professionally blunted 
weapons allowed and never in the 
presence of other students) 








defend themselves so vigorously. Furthermore, the stiff and unmanageable uniforms of 
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> DRESS: Camellia pink taffeta, inspired by 
the dress Dean Sophie wore to her weekly 
princess themed tea parties back when she 
lived in Gayaldon 
+ SHOES: Marble-heeled slippers with rose 
quartz detail. A flat version is available for 
Evergirls with dates who are lacking in height. 





EVERBOY UNIFORM: 
> VEST: Royal blue velvet (which, in a recent survey 
that Dean Sophie conducted, was voted the “most 
dashing’ color for princes to wear) with military-style 
gold epaulets from Smee & Sons’ New & Improved 
T? Auction 
REECHES: 100% bs camel hair in ae m 







palladium halle: spiced by DER Sophie's 
ekperieuer masquerading as Filip at the School for Boys 
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1) MALE UNIFORM 2) FEMALE UNIFORM 
(EVER & NEVER) (EVER & NEVER) 


School for Boys School for Cirls 
Designed by Designed by 
King Tedros of Camelot Dean Evelyn Sader (deceased) 


“NOTE: As we look to the future, we must also take the time to acknowledge the past. 
The last three years have seen a dramatic evolution, where new leaders questioned the 
balance between Good and Evil, Boys and Girls, and Old and New. 
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A NOTE ABOUT 
TEACHERS 





The teaching faculty is the = 
airterkimeofIhescheiljbr SCHOOL FOR GOOD 
Good and Evil and we are ERS 

honored to have included Dp 


them in cur discussions 

















FEMALE 
Female teachers of Good are 
about uniform redesign. required to wear a high-necked 
But unltke the students, 


the teachers voted down 


gown ina vibrant color. In order 
to allow them to express their 
individual personalities, they are 
the proposed Sophie—van “ encouraged to add appropriate 
Zarachin modifications to flair to their uniforms. Suggested 


their own faculty uniforms | accessories include: crystals, beetle 
al j di l teadt wings, baby’s breath, freshwater 
ana preferred ınstead to 


pearls, unicorn braids, or tasteful 
retain their centuries-old chain mail. 
dress code. In the words 
of my fellow Dean, I 


applaud their good taste. 


Chirissit 7 Povey 


MALE 
Male teachers of Good are required to 
wear brightly colored suits with slim ties. 
(Shades of blue are highly discouraged 
in order to avoid looking like one of the 
A Shoes and belt buckles should 
lar ee oe: 
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General School Rules 


Corrs Y Meoers 





STUDENTS MUST REMAIN IN THEIR ASSIGNED 
SCHOOLS AT ALL TIMES. 


“Good with Good, Evil with Evil” is the golden rule— 
except for joint functions in the Theater of Tales, 
supervised by faculty. 


STUDENTS WILL NOT KILL THEIR FELLOW 
STUDENTS. 


Killing stains one’s soul permanently. One should only kill 
to save oneself from certain death or to slay one’s Nemesis, 
two situations that will NEVER happen within the walls of 
this school (no matter what you may have heard). 


STUDENTS ARE FORBIDDEN TO GO INTO THE 
ENDLESS WOODS AFTER DARK. 
Violators will be sent to the Doom Room and/or lose all 
Groom Room Privileges—if you come back alive, that is. 


- STUDENTS (AS WELL AS TEACHERS AND DEANS) 


ARE FORBIDDEN FROM INTERFERING WITH THE 
STORIAN. 
This means: no touching, stealing, manipulating, bribing, 
coughing upon, twisting, shouting at, shaking, tickling, 
smooching, imprisoning, spinning, dueling with, using as 
liquid eyeliner, confiding in, or cursing the sacred pen. 


sh 
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BE AWARE THAT GARGOYLES ARE NOT 
DECORATIONS; THEY HAVE ORDERS TO KILL. 
Also, please don't dress them up like fairy princesses while 
they're sleeping. They dont like it. 


READERS AND DESCENDANTS ARE EQUALLY 
VALUABLE TO THE SCHOOL COMMUNITY. 
While you might be born of royal fairy-tale blood, your 
Reader classmates are just as worthy of an education here 
as you are. Indeed, they could be the stars of their very own 
fairy tales one day, no matter how bumbling and ridiculous 
they may seem at first. 


STUDENTS ARE UNABLE TO CAST SPELLS ON 
SCHOOL GROUNDS UNTIL THEIR FINCERCLOWS 
HAVE BEEN UNLOCKED. 
Any attempt to cast spells with a locked finger will activate 
a Spellfinder Hex, which will temporarily mogrify you into 
a Tumbo tree. 


STUDENTS WITH THREE CONSECUTIVE LAST-PLACE 
RANKS IN CLASS CHALLENGES WILL BE FAILED, 
In a change of rules, all failed students will be sent to dig 
graves in the Garden of Good and Evil for a semester. 


STUDENTS SHOULD NOT ATTEMPT TO MANIPULATE 
OR CONCEAL THE SWAN CRESTS ON THEIR 
UNIFORMS... 
... or the swans may be permanently tattooed into your 
skin (and not necessarily on a part of your body that you'd 
prefer). 


STUDENTS ARE EXPECTED TO BE IN THEIR ROOMS 
FOR CURFEW AT ro:15 P.M. SHARP. 


+ STUDENTS ARE FORBIDDEN FROM ATTEMPTING TO 
CROSS THE BARRIER ON HALFWAY BRIDGE. 
Despite Agarha's success in outwitting the barrier several 
times in previous years, the enchanted wave that monitors 
the bridge has been restored to Halfway Bay and will 
quickly lash any trespassers back to their schools. 


= ONCE STUDENTS HAVE BEEN TRACKED INTO 
LEADERS, HENCHMEN, AND MOGRIES (ANIMALS 
AND PLANTS), THESE DECISIONS ARE FINAL. 
Don't want to be a dancing sweet potato? Then you are 
advised to do your homework and behave in class. 


+ HUNTING OF ANIMALS IN THE BLUE FOREST IS 
STRICTLY FORBIDDEN. 
Some of them might very well be mogrified alumni. 


+ A PRINCESS AND A WITCH CAN BE FRIENDS, 
BUT STUDENTS SHOULD ENDEAVOR TO FORM 
ALLIANCES WITHIN THEIR OWN SCHOOLS. 
If you must make friends with someone in the opposing 
castle, take special care lest he or she turn out to be your 
Nemesis. 


+ ALL EXTRACURRICULAR CLUBS MUST BE 
PREAPPROVED BY BOTH DEANS. 
This is in response to the recent attempt to create an Evil 
Secession Society, dedicated to claiming both castles for 
Evil's domain and relegating Good’s campus to a distant 
outhouse. 


REPEATED VIOLATION OF THESE RULES 


WILL RESULT IN IMMEDIATE EXPULSION 
FROM THE SCHOOL FOR GOOD AND EVIL. 





ETE 
Rules fr Guers 


Dear New Evers, 





Those of you with family members who are alumni of the 
School for Good might notice that this list of rules and norms 
is shorter than if was in years past. During her tenure in these 
lowers, Agatha of Woods Beyond challenged many of the more 
antiquated standards of how Good students were supposed to 
behave. Her legacy has opened our eyes as to what Good truly 
means, and our illustrious school is all the better for it. 


Sincerely, 

> > "i (7 
Osirisa Y Dovey 
Dean Dovey 


% EVERS MAY NOT TURN PRINCESS UMAS ANIMAL 
FRIENDS BACK INTO PEOPLE. 

Even though Princess Agatha of Camelot is famous for 
doing this, it upsets the balance of the Woods and requires 
a greater percentage of new students to be tracked as 
sidekicks and Mogrifs. In addition, those animals that have 
been Mogrifs for a long while have likely forgotten how to 
even be human and prefer to keep their animal forms. 


%* EVERS ARE FORBIDDEN FROM CONSUMING 
CANDIED WALLS AND FURNITURE IN HANSELS 
HAVEN. 

Temptation is the path to Evil, as Hansel and Gretel proves 
well. In addition, the wanton consumption of candy 
inevitably leads to rotted teeth, poor discipline, and a 
general lack of respect both for one's school and ones self. 


* LOVE SPELLS ARE NEVER ALLOWED, EVEN AFTER 
FINGERGLOWS ARE UNLOCKED. 
While it is no longer required for Evergirls to attend 
the Snow Bal! with only Everboys and vice versa, the 
affection between all couples must be genuine and not 
manufactured. 


% BE RESPECTFUL OF THE FAIRY GUARDS THAT 
PATROL THE SCHOOL. 
These are real fairies, unlike the enchanted students of 
past classes, and they have less patience than their human 
counterparts. Remember: they bite. 


#* EVERS MUST WEAR THEIR UNIFORMS, UNLESS 
SPECIFIED OTHERWISE. 
Notre #1: Girls may not shorten the length of their skirts 
without official permission from the School Seamstress. 


Note #2: Boys using the Groom Room pools may not 
parade around the castle shirtless on their way back to their 
rooms. There are towels in the Groom Room for a reason. 


* EVERS MUST RESPECT NATURE. 
This means no campfires, no picking flowers off trees, no 
littering, no carving names into stones, no collecting birds’ 
nests, no playing “capture the squirrel,” no kissing frogs 
(unless it is part of a sanctioned class exercise), and no 
maypoles made from vines. 


* EVERS MUST ALWAYS REACH OUT WHEN 
ANOTHER STUDENT ISIN NEED... 
...and not just to those princes and princesses from whom 
you are hoping to get a Ball invitation. 


SEN i Be $ 





THE SCHOOL FOR GOOD 


GROOM ROOM 
















Dean's Note: We ave proud to announce that the Groom Room 
has been rebuilt after its unfortunate incineration during Dean 
Sader's reign. In response to those events, the new Groom Room 
facilities have been made coeducational and gender-neutra! 

in order to facilitate greater interaction and understanding 
between the sexes. As a result, Everboys and Evergirls may share 
all amenities (provided the boys do not use this privilege to turn 
the Groom Room into a sweety pigsty). Despite these changes, 
however, the criteria for using the Groom Room remain the 
same: it is only available to Evers ranked in the top half of their 
class on any given day. 





FITNESS 
+ Norse Hammer Gymnasium 
+ Mud-Wrestling Pit 
- Salt Water Lap Pool 
+ Stationary Gondolas for rowing practice (NEW!) 
-+ Twelve Dancing Princesses Rhumba Classes (NEW!) 
2 Yuba’s Morning Yoga (NEW!) 


SPA 
+ Midas Gold Sweat Lodge 
+ Peasant-themed Tanning Room 
-+ Turkish Baths f 
+ Little Match Girl (or Boy!) Sauna . } 








- The Little Mermaid Lagoon (with waterfall shower) 

+ Tinkerbell's Fairy Dust Exfoliating Facial (NEW!) 

+ Golden Goose Skin-Brightening Facial (NEW!) 

+ Jack’s Beanstalk Full-Body Wrap (NEW!) 

-+ Maid Marian's Signature Sherwood Forest Aromatic 
Body Therapy (NEW!) 


HAIR AND MAKEUP 
+ Red Rose Makeup Stations 


2 Cinderella’s Pedicure Corner 





+ Rapunzel’s Salon (NEW!) 
* Stocked with Goldilocks® Hair Dye 
+ The Three Little Pigs Blow-Dry Parlor (NEW!) 





WARDROBE CONSULTATION AND 

FORMALWEAR RENTAL | 
- The Clever Little Tailor's Couture Shop (NEW!) 
+ The Little Red Riding Hood Costume Collection (NEW!) 

ny + Glass Slipper Shoe Rental (NEW!) 

+ All the above are fully equipped with three-way 





looking glasses. 





Dearest and Beloved Never Disciples, 

Our list of rules is different this year at Evil, too. As your Dean, 
1 believe you should be treated as intelligent, grounded young 
adults rather than as the reckless, bestial hooligans of Evil past. 
Our new rules, then, focus on enhancing our collective school 


spirit and individual self-esteem. 


Nevers Forever! 


Dean Sophie 


“=: NO GRAFFITI ON THE SCHOOL FOR EVIL UNLESS 
IT IS IN EXPLICIT SUPPORT OF DEAN SOPHIE’S 
NEW REGIME AND ARTFULLY RENDERED IN AN 
AREA WHERE EVERS MAY SEE IT. 

In which case, it isn’t graffiti at all but, rather, a public 


service. 


* NO POLLUTING THE MOAT. 
Nobody wants to see your dirty underpants while on a 
romantic stroll along Evil's shore. 


è 
Ad 
Ẹ 
i +6 NO BULLYING OR THUGGERY OF FELLOW 
: STUDENTS. 
Bullying is a sign of deep insecurity and weakness of 
character, That said, if an Ever dares to insult or denigrate 


you in any way, then consider this rule irrelevant. 
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“+ NO ANIMAL SACRIFICES IN CASTLE STAIRWELLS. 
I noticed this rule in Lady Lesso's past rule books and 
assume it is there for a reason. 


NO WHINING TO YOUR MOMMY AND DADDY 
WHEN WRITING LETTERS HOME. 
They will not be there to help you in the Woods when 
you embark on your fairy-tale journeys. Learn to be 
independent and self-reliant, like a true Never! 


> REGULAR BATHING IS MANDATORY FOR NEVERS. 
That means actually taking off your clothing and getting 
into the bath. Hiding in the bathroom with the water 
running does not count. SOAP AND WATER MUST 
MAKE CONTACT WITH YOUR BODY. 


» IF YOU ARE REJECTED BY A POTENTIAL 

NO-BALL DATE, THIS DOES NOT MEAN YOU 

CAN KILL THEM. 
Dean Sophie can speak from experience; violence is 
not the way to show someone you love them. However, 
if your crush has done something truly heinous (e.g,, 
picked your best friend instead of you while both of you 
were disguised as hobgoblins in a “Good or Evil” class 


challenge), a suitable revenge is encouraged, as long as it 


is plotted out of your classmates’ sight. A true Never can 


wreak exquisite revenge without bloodshed. Be original. 


= NEVERS ARE FORBIDDEN FROM POSSESSING 
PARTICULARLY PUTRID ITEMS, 
This includes rotten eggs, fartbombs, skunk glands, 
moldy cheese, bortled foot sweat, and any other materials 


el 
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that may cause grievous injury to the senses. Why let 
your odor telegraph that you are evil before you have a 
chance to work your wiles? No wonder Evil lost for so 
many years! Listen well: Evil does not equal foul and 


filthy anymore. 


NEVERS ARE FORBIDDEN FROM DISTURBING 
THE DEAN OF EVIL DURING HER “PERSONAL 
TIME.” 
The Dean’s office is open for student drop-ins every day 
from 4:00-4:30 p.m. All other hours are reserved for 
the Dean's briefings, fittings, meetings, planning, and 
personal yoga lessons and spa treatments. 


NEVERS ARE FORBIDDEN FROM WEARING 
BLACK-SWAN GOLD AT SCHOOL. 
All black-swan gold—otherwise known as “Never gold,” 
magically enchanted to turn your soul to the darkest 
Evil—must be turned in to the Dean, who will store it 
for safekeeping. 


NEVERS ARE ONLY PERMITTED TO REDECORATE 
THEIR DORM ROOMS WITH AN APPROVED 
THEME. 


Sample approved themes might include: “Midnight 
Wonderland,” “Forbidden Romance,” “Paradise of Evil,” 


or “Glamorous Witches.” 


GIFTS TO TEACHERS ARE PROHIBITED. 


The Dean does not count as a teacher. 
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EVIL DOOM ROOM 


TORTURE MENU 


—. 


DEAN'S NOTE: The Man-Wolf who mysteriously 
disappeared three years ago has been replaced by his much 

more vicious (and, unfortunately, higher-<alaried) cousin. If 

a Neverboy or Nevergirl is found to be in violation of one of 
the official school rules, he or she will be sentenced to a torture 
session in the Doom Room. The Man-Wolf will be selecting 
from the following list of punisaments depending on the 
severity of the studeni’s offense. Though you might find yourself 
intimidated, remember that physical hardships can build your 
character and your strength beyond anything a pampered, 


prissy Ever can imagine. 


PHYSICAL TORTURE 


~ Standing on one leg > 


Ve 


“ms 


Wearing burning-hot shoes ME 
AN AS = 


Dangling upside down N 

Smelling the Man-Wolf’s feet (NEW!) 

Having arm hairs plucked out one by one (NEW!) 
Getting doused in skunk juice and being shoved 


into a coffin with a fellow punished student (NEW!) 


- "; 
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INSTRUMENTS OF TORTURE 
~ Breaking Wheel 
Rack 
Stocks 
Noose 
Garrote 
Iron Maiden 
Thumbscrews 
Spears 
Clubs 
Reds 
Whips 
Knives PA 
Hot Pepper Bombs (NEW!) 
Spiked Torture Throne (NEW!) 
Cement Shoes (NEW!) 


Steel Axes (NEW!) 


SHAME AND EMBARRASSMENT 
“ Having an irremovable “E” emblazoned on your 
uniform for a week 


A public spanking by Castor during lunch in the 


Clearing in front of both schools (NEW!) 

Cleaning out the stymph troughs in the Blue Forest 
for two weeks (NEW!) 

Forced wearing of an Ever’s uniform for a full 

day of Evil classes (NEW!) 
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THE SCHOOL FOR EVIL 


"GROOM ROOM 


1 “DEAN'S NOTE: Due to Dean Sophie's campaign for equal 
a ` beautification, Nevers will, for the first time, have their very 
own Groom Room, offering top-notch spa services and fitness 
PS equipment. All Nevers, no matter what their ranking, will have 
fe access to the Groom Room, because Dean Sophie does not want 


to have to look at a student body that is 50% unkempt. 






_, FITNESS 

; a ~e Turret Climbing 

=e Slenderizing Yoga 

~e Hills in Heels-(For Nevergirls Only) 


~e Weight lifting in full-body armor 
(For Neverboys Only) 


j ; 
E ~ Demon Kali Dance Hour (For Nevergirls Only) 
i 
2 =e Treeboxing in Pine Glen (For Neverboys Only) 


=e Cauldron Saunas 

~« Dragon's Milk Baths 

~« The Captain Hook Lagoon (with whirlpool) 

= Sea-Salt Massage Ly ; 

~« The “Dean Sophie Morning Special”: grapefruit-seed 
exfoliation, cacao-and-trout-scale mask 

e ‘The “Dean Sophie Evening Special”: fish-egg scrub, 
pumpkin-puree massage, goat’s-milk rinse, melon-and- 
turtle-egg-yolk mask, cucumber elixir 




























= The Frost Queen's Skin-Paling Room 
+ The Wicked Witch of the West Skin-Greening Room ` 


HAIR AND MAKEUP 
~«  “Flesh-over” potion for concealing unsightly scabs 
and sears 


“> “Flesh-removal” potion for creating new scabs and 
scars 

+ Baba Yaga Pedicure Corner 
* Stocked with Dean Sophie’s brand-new line of 
nail colors, including: Reaper Black, Lizard Green, 
Honora Ochre, Rafal Red, Cucumber Mint, Beetroot, ' 
Midnight Sparkle, First-Kiss Blush, Oily Agatha, 
Dead-Fairy Gray, Dot's Chocolate Brown 

== Mother Gothel’s Salon 
* Stocked with Bluebeard® Hair Dye 

~e  Cinderella's Stepmother’s Vanity Makeup Stations 
(For Nevergi rls Only) 

~e The Sinister Facial Hair Styling Counter 


(For Neverboys... and some girls) 


WARDROBE CONSULTATION AND FORMALWEAR 
RENTAL 

=< Personalized Dean Sophie Makeover 

= Rumpelstiltskin’s Dancing Shoes Rental 


+ The White Witch Bone Jewelry Collection 
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Student Contract 


wi a student al he 


Yehool for Good and Evil, pledge lo remata honest and True lo myself 
/ ‚Pre Zst” 


and to my school for Ihe next four yess. I will side by Ihe rales of 


Good and Evil, as I understand Mal (ese guidelines have sel the stage 


‚für every fasry file tn hislory. 


1) De Evtl attack. She Good defend. 
2) Le Evil punish. The Good. f 
3) She Evil hurt: She Good Li chp 
4) Ihe Evil take. The Good gire. 
5) She Evit hate. Ihe Good love. 





Z promise le behave ty a manner Dal brings pride fe my foiry tale 
predecessors, bul also nol do repeal; Meir mistitkes. Pas means Bak I 
will nol start any wars, assemble my own driny Le abont muy identity 
Lo mfillmIe Ihe school, Thy Jo assassinare Me NHebcol Master (o Once 
ONE 1s agpointad) or bide Ihe Horan, even Fl e only have the best of 
inlenltons. L realize Mal mg ims[melers are nek always perfect, bak 
they are seasoned professionals, and Ihey only u unl ne Lo become the 
best here or vilaty L can be. 


L also give my werd Hl L will lake responsibility for mg welions, 
respeel mu Fellow students, und uphold Ihe honor of Ihe Yehvol für 


Good und Evil, even when F um nel within ils grounds. 
I 


Ani, 
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Dear Ever or Never, 


As a first-year student, you will experience our three 
Y ) P 
greatest traditions here at the School for Good and 


Evil: 


x The Trial by Tale 
x The Circus of Talents 
X The Snow Ball 


For the wast two hundred ears, each of these events 
P Y 
had been dominated entirely by the side of Good— 
a 4 
until three ycars ago, when F a fledgling Never, 
managed to help Ewil win the Trial, the Circus, and 


its lace at the Ball all in the very same sar 
P ; y ye 


As a result, Dean Dovey and I have attempted to 


make these traditions more inclusive. Tn the following 


pages, we will offer you an in-depth look at e rules 
and history of each event, along with various strategies 


for SUCCESS. 
Good luck to you all! 


Si neerely, 






<< 


Dean ophie 


* Note from Professor Dovey: You, the Reader, can 
decide which side truly won these events, See Ihe 
Tale of Sophie and Agatha for full confext. 


** Note from Dean Sophie: You, the Reader, must be 
aware that no one likes a sore loser. So now it is up 
to you, dear Nevers, to bring glory to Evil, just like 
T once did. At last, Evil will have its fair chance at 


victory! 








Trial bu Tale 





OFFICIAL RULES 


L The top ten Evers and top ten Nevers are required 
tocompete in the Trial by Tale. The competitors will be 
determined by the school rankings no more than two 
weeks before the Trial is to begin. 


ıa. Starting this year, each Dean will be permitted 
to enter one Wild Card into the competition: namely, 
a student who did not make the ranking cutoff for 
the Trial but who the Dean still believes willmake a 
worthy combatant. 


2. Entrances into the Trial will be staggered. At 
sundown, the Ever and Never with the lowest pre-Trial 
rankings will enter the Blue Forest. Every fifteen minutes, 
the next-lowest pair will enter until the highest-ranked 
Ever and Never enter the competition last. 


sA Inside the Forest, Nevers can attack Evers with 
their special talents and any spell learned in class. Evers 
can defend themselves with approved weapons and 
counterspells. Both sides will be subject to obstacles laid 
throughout the arena by the faculty. 


4. Each challenger will be given an enchanted 
handkerchief of surrender. It is the challenger's duty to 
recognize mortal danger and drop his or her enchanted 
handkerchief when the time comes. The moment this 
handkerchief touches the ground, the student will be safely 


removed from the Trial. 


5. Upon the first glint of sunrise, the Deans will call an 
end to the Trial and the student(s) who returns through the 


gate alive will be named the winner(s). 


6. Thewinner will receive five extra first-place ranks in 
the race for Class Captain. In the case of multiple winners, 
each student will receive two extra first-place ranks. 


6a. NOTE FROM DEAN SOPHIE: 
If the winner or winners are from Evil, they will 
also receive: 
1) an autographed copy of The Tale of Sophie 
and Agatha, 
2) aportrait taken with me to send home to 
their parents, and 
3) a private field trip with me to anywhere 
in the Woods. 


6b. NOTE FROM DEAN DOVEY: 

If the winner or winners are from Good, they will 
also receive the satisfaction of depriving the School 
for Evil winner of vainglorious bribery. That is surely 


reward enough. 











TOUGHEST MOMENT: 
“Falling down a killerrabbit hole” 


TIP TO WIN: “There's always a 
couple of yellow-bellies hiding in 
the Blue Brook.” 


TOUGHEST MOMENT: ‘Being chased by ten 
Nevers using unapproved spells!” 


TIP TO WIN: “Mogrify your way to success.” 





TOUGHEST MOMENT: “Watching Lancelot drop 
his own flag when he and I were the last two left. 
He sacrificed himself so I could win? 


TIP TO WIN: “Winning isn't the goal. Safety is.” 


TOUGHEST MOMENT: “Throwing my sister Gretel's 


flag to the ground before a water-dragon scorched her” 


TIP TO WIN: “If you're a boy, team up with a girl, 





Theyre usually smarter than you. 
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Circus of Talents 





OFFICIAL RULES 


1. The Circus of Talents will take place in the Theater of 
Tales at 8:00 p.m. on the night before the Ball. Attendance 
is mandatory for students of both schools. 


2. The theater doors will be locked for the entire Circus 
competition. No teachers will be allowed inside, and no 
students will be allowed out. Students are encouraged to 


use the toilet before the program begins. 


3. The two halves of the Theater of Tales will be fully 
enchanted by the Deans with decorations that inspire 
school pride for both sides. Students are encouraged to 
create banners, posters, and other material supporting 
their respective schools. 


4. Under no circumstances may the audience from either 
school cross the silver aisle separating the two sides of 

the theater. Violators will be hung by their toes from the 
chandelier for the duration of the Circus. 


5. Though the School Master post remains vacant, 
the Theater of Tales retains the previous Master's 
enchantments and will magically judge the Circus duels. 


6. ‘The teams for the Circus of Lalents will consist of the 
top ten-ranked students from the School for Good and the 
School for Evil. These two teams will be selected according 
to school rankings no more than one week before the 


competition. 


7. The Circus will consist of ten duels between an Ever 
and a Never, each performing his or her talent. Talent duels 
will proceed in order of ranks. They will begin with the 
tenth pair—the tenth-ranked Ever against the tenth-ranked 
Never—followed by the ninth-ranked pair, all the way up to 
the firseranked pair. 


8. For each duel, the Ever will perform his or her talent, 
followed by the Never. The theater will select the best talent, 
anointing a winner and publicly punishing the loser. At the 
end of all ten duels, the Circus Crown will magically lower 
onto the head of the student with the most impressive 
talent overall. 


9. Theschool of the student who wins the Circus Crown 
will win the right to host the Theater of Tales in its castle 


the following year. 


GRETEL OF GINNYMILL 

WINNING TALENT: “Lighting a flame under my feet for five 
minutes and not sweating a drop” 

WORST TALENT ON DISPLAY: “One of the Nevers was in the 
process of turning his fingers into wooden stakes and accidentally 
fell off the stage, landed on his hand and impaled his bottom. He 
couldn't sit down fora week. 


JACK OF WOODS BEYOND 
WINNING TALENT: 


“Running and jumping across 


the top of all the theater 
benches while managing to 
touch every single person's 
head in school, all in under a 


minute” 


WORST TALENT ON 
DISPLAY: “Some Neverboy 





noxious fart.” 





BRIAR ROSE OF MAIDENVALE 
WINNING TALENT: “Singing a melody so beautiful that it even 


made the Nevers cry” 
WORST TALENT ON DISPLAY: “This Nevergirl named Rasika 
tried to blow fire but ended up swallowing it and burping smoke 


for six months.” 


SOPHIE OF WOODS BEYOND 
WINNING TALENT: “Shattering the theater with a scream, 
killing wolves and fairies, and destroying half the Good castle, 


to name a few” 


WORST TALENT ON DISPLAY: “Td say it was a tie between 


y . 
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stage after failing to turn into a wolf and losing all his clothes.” 
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SNOW BALL OR NO BALL? 
DEANS CHANGE RULES ON 


WINTER DANCE. 


By Kiko of Neverland 


IN A STUNNING CHANGE to 
rules that had been in place for 
centuries, Dean Clarissa Dov- 
ey of Good and Dean Sophie of 
Evil have agreed that the an- 
nual Snow Ball, once strictly 
the provenance of Good, will 
no longer belong solely to the 
Evers. Instead, the right to hold 
the annual Ball will be award- 
ed to the winning school of the 
Trial by Tale. 


2 ` Dean Sophie was the one 


who put forth the proposal, ask- 
ing students to vote on the idea 
in a school-wide referendum. 
After a week-long campaign, 
which included a pep rally, 
ice crcam social, and swim- 
suit fashion show, the measure 
passed by a single vote—a vote 
many Evers say was fraudu- 
lently changed by Evil's Dean. 
“No self-respecting Ever 
would allow their school to com- 
pete for a Ball that’s rightfully 








een of ‘Bophis’s oe dl 


Sophie ascended to the rank of 
Dean. “Besides, doesn’t anyone 
remember what happened the 
last time Evil held a Ball?” 

Dean Sophie responded to 
rumors of vote-tampering with 
a statement released by her of- 
fice: “After a hard-fought battle, 
justice has prevailed. Our focus 
now is entirely on winning this 
year’s Trial by Tale. Evil looks 
forward to opening its doors 
and welcoming Good on the 
night of the Ball with as much 
enthusiasm as Good has always 
welcomed Evil.” 

When reached for comment, 
Professor Dovey rolled her eyes. 
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SNOW c or NO @ 


* You still al = 
to look good, 


Make: an appointment at your naa Cie kook ta tod 


phies lero is complete 


nonsense. That said, after. the y ES 


events of the last Ball, when the 
Nevers clearly wanted a dance — 
of their own, it seemed only fair 
to afford them the opportuni- 
ty to earn one. But given Good 
has won the last forty Trials in 
a row, I think the possibility of 
Evil ever hosting Good at a Ball 
is rather... remote.” 

Dean Sophie offered a con- 
cise retort to her rival Dean: 
“Let the best woman win.” 

We, the students, are cer- 
tainly keen to see what hap- 
pens. 

And maybe a little scared. 
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Greatest Ball Scandals 
of AU Time 





Two VERSES INTO “THE GLORY OF LOVE,” THE SONG THAT 
traditionally ends the Snow Ball, a first-year 

Everboy named Lancelot cut in and asked 

Arthur’s date, Guinevere, to dance. Guinevere later 
would say she didn’t think twice about accepting the 
offer. “Lance and Arthur were best friends. Arthur 
didn’t mind at all,’ she'd tell anyone who asked. But 
this moment came to foreshadow all that was to come 
between a King, his Knight, and his Queen. 
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WHEN JONAH OF HAMELIN CHARMEDA SPITTING 
cobra with his pipe at the Circus of Talents, earning him «y, + 


the title “The Pied Piper of Hamelin,” every student in 
school assumed hed be the first Never to win the Circus j.» 
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Crown. But when the Crown lowered onto a less talented * aay 
Evergirl’s head instead, Jonah publicly fumed, vowing °°", 
just as the dance began, Jonah used his pipe to summon 
every rat from the Endless Woods, desecrating Good’s 
Grand Hall and ending the Snow Ball before iteven , 
started. 











THE 25" ANNIVERSARY OF THE SNOW BALL SHOULD 
have been special, with Good's Grand Hall transformed 
from a traditional ballroom into a wintry ice rink. Evers 
trained for months in Etiquette and Grooming classes 
to waltz on ice with their dates. Unfortunately, the 

lake water imported into Good Hall for the dance also 
contained a substantial school of Wish Fish. Trapped 
without warning, they rebelled by gathering under the 
ice and revealing the Evers’ most illicit wishes. With 
everyonc’s true feelings about cach other revealed, the 
Ball quickly degenerated into chaos. 








IN THE MOST SCANDALOUS MOMENT OF ALL, TEDROS OF 
Camelot fell for Sophie's Evil trap on the night of the 
Snow Ball and, in front of the entire school, nearly 
killed his own princess with an arrow to the heart. If 
it wasn't for Sophie’s timely intervention, Tedros may 
have never found his happy ending. 








ANYA OF WOODS 


BEYOND 
(AKA THE LITTLE 
MERMAID) 


Sornit Says: “Anya’s look was a 
showstopper at her Snow Ball 
and continues to inspire other 
lively young ladies throughout 
the Endless Woods. We love the 
bright colors and the jewelry that 
was handmade by some of Anya’s 
underwater friends!” 








AGATHA OF WOODS BEYOND 
(AKA AGATHA OF CAMELOT) 


Sorne Says: “Due to 
an unfortunate series 
of misunderstandings 
between Good and 
Evil, Agatha never got 
to attend her Snow 
Ball, but even still, 
she looked quite the 
Ever at the Circus 
of Talents the night 
before. The fairies 
in the Groam Room 
allegedly collapsed 
from exhaustion after 
pulling off ‘the most 
revolutionary - make- 
over in school history, 
but their efforts 
were well worth it- 
because Agatha’s ele- 
gant ensemble took 
everyone's breath away. It should be noted, however, that Agarha's 
lifelong best friend tried for years to make her over but she never 
listened, and it’s not fair to give all the credit to the fairies, because 
many elements of Agatha's outfit are strangely reminiscent of orig- 
ina! looks that your very own Dean Sophie has worn in the past.” 





Ses 


BOYS HALL OF FAME 





BOGGLE AND BOBEE 
OF PUMPKIN POINT 
(AKA TWEEDLEDEE AND TWEEDLEDUM) 


Sophie Says: “Twins are rare at SGE, and we can safely say 
that these two created double the spectacle at the Snow Ball. 
There was nothing ‘dum’ or ho-hum about the flamboyant 
colors and patterns— very risky but very chic.” 


KAVEEN OFSHAZABAH 
(AKA PRINCE OF SHAZABAH) 


Sorn Says: “While he may have angered several professors 
by arriving on a recalcitrant elephant, Kaveen still managed 
to have a major style moment at his Snow Ball. His tunic 
was made by the Stubborn Silkworms of Pittlepaft Hills; 
his slippers were pure hammered white-gold from the rich 
mines of Putsi.” 
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LONG, LONG AGO, BEFORE THERE WAS 
MAN, THERE WAS THE PEN... 
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OH, I AM $O 
HANDSOME. 


IN FACT, SOME PEOPLE THOUGHT 
THE PEN MAPE MAN UP TO BEGIN WITH, 





THIS PEN, NAMED THE STORIAN, WAS WHERE 
ALL FAIRY TALES CAME FROM, 





SOON THERE WERE TWO CAMPS: PEOPLE WHO THOUGHT MAN CREATED PEN, 
AND PEOPLE WHG THOUGHT PEN CREATED MAN, 






ALL THIS OVER A 
WRITING UTENSIL! 
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THE FIGHTS GOT BIGGER, WITH BOTH SIDES WANTING “HE STORIAN FOR THEMSELVES, ? 





THREE SEERS OF THE ENDLESS WOODS GOT SICK OF ALL THIS FIGHTING ANP CONVINCEP THE KINGS 
CF THE MOST POWERFUL KINGDOMS TO GIVE THEM THE STORIAN SO THEY COULD PROTECT IT. 
THESE SEERS HIP THE STORIAN AT THE SCHOOL FOR GOOD ANP EVIL, WHERE A SCHOOL MASTER 
WOULD CARE FOR THE PEN AND STOP ANY CREEPS FROM STEALING 17. 


BUT WE CAN'T 
PROTECT THE PEN 
FOREVER... 


EACH TIME A SCHOOL MASTER PIER THE 
STORIAN NAMED A NEW ONE. MANY SOHOCL 
MASTERS PROTECTED THE ENCHANTED PEN 
OVER THE YEARS. ... 


THAT SHOULD RE 
HIGH ENOUGH, 


THINK THESE GUYS 
ARE GONNA RE HERE 
AWHILE... 


BUT THEN THE STORIAN NAMED TWO SCHOOL MASTERS— 
TWIN SORCERER BROTHERS, ONE GOOR ONE EVIL—AS THE DUAL 
PROTECTORS OF THE PEN, WHICH MEANT THAT THE PEN WAS REALLY 





Ne | SAFE FOR ALONG, LONG TWE. | 








THE TWO SCHOOL MASTER BROTHERS USED MAGIC TO 
KEEP THEMSELVES ALIVE FOR HUNDREPS OF YEARS. 
LONG ENOUGH FOR THE EVIL BROTHER TO START 
THINKING EVIL THOUGHTS... ; 


SO THE EVL RROTHER RECRUITED AN ARMY TO 
START A WAR ANP DESTROY HIS BROTHER. ... 

















I TO.P MOM HE HAD 
A MEAN STREAK, BUT SHE NEVER 
BELIEVED ME... 






NO MORE 
SHARING THE BED... 

NO MORE WAITING FOR 
THE BATHROOM,.. 






HERE WE GO AGAIN, 







THE G2EAT WAR, AS PEOPLE CALLED IT, WHERE EVERYONE SIDED WITH EITHER 
THE GOOP BROTHER OR THE EVIL BROTHER, 
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HUNDREDS OF YEARS LATER... 







+1. WHEN THE TALE OF SOPHIE ANP AGATHA REVEALED RAFAL TO BE THE EVIL SCHOOL 
MASTER. BUT LUCKILY, HE DIED BEFORE HE COULD RUIN EVERYTHING, 


THE STORIAN HAS YET TO NAME A NEW SCHOOL MASTER, BUT MAYBE THIS 15 BECAUSE IT 
ALREADY HAS TWO MORE GREAT PROTECTORS... 


WHY 15 THIS GIRL 
1 ++ OTHERWISE KNOWN AS IN MY SCHOOL? 
YOUR DEANS. 





4, A 


WHAT SCHOOL WAS LIKE 
IN THE OLP DAYS 
By Professor 











WHEN THE SCHOOL FOR GOOD AND EVILFRST 
STARTE EVERS AND NEVERS WENT TO CLASS 
TOGETHER.» 

ALL IT TOOK WAS ONE FOUL WORD TO SET 


RULE}; NO FIGHTING 
IN CLASS! 


THE TEACHER WAS LSHALLY THE FIRST ONE TO DIE. 


BUT THERE WERE BIGGER DANGERS FOR STUDENTS IN THESE EARLY DAYS OF THE SCHOOL, 
BACK THEN, THE LAST CLASS OF THE DAY TOOK PLACE IN THE ENDLESS WOODS, 







AL WHERE STUDENTS COULD LEARN WITHOUT 
GETTING KILLER BUT EVEN THEN, STUDENTS 

KEPT FORGETTING WHERE IT ENDED... SO 

THEY HAD TO MAKE THE FOREST BLUE. 


i 





THEY BUILT A FOREST IN THE BACKVARD of 
TO FEEL LIKE THE ENDLESS WOODS... „ff 









AND THEN A 
LEYTON WAS, Like, Ò J 

“TAL ASK YOU TO Bu 

THE BAL—" ¿STA 


On, LEVTON'S TR 
509000 CATE.. | 









THE CIRCUS OF TALENTS WAS MEANT TO BE FUN AFTER THE AWFUL TRIAL, BUT IN THE EARLY DAYS, 
NEVERS WEREN'T TRAINED iN SPECIAL TALENTS AND USED SKETCHY SPELLS TO ENTERTAIN THEIR 


CLASSMATES INSTEAD . 


1 


BECAUSE 


WHY PO YOU 
GETA TALENTS CLASS 
ANP WE PON'T2 





you SUCK! 


EVEN THE SNOW BALL WAS DIFFERENT BACK THEN. EVERS AND NEVERS WERE BOTH INVITED ..... 


UNTIL THE NEVERS WROTE AN ANGRY LETTER TO THE aS = — 
SCHOOL MASTER, DEMANDING A CHANGE IN THEME, THE SCHOOL MASTER'S RESPONSEZ I 
HE KICKEP THE NEYERS OLUT OF | 

THE BALL FOREVER. 


THE SCHOOL FOR GOOP ANP EVIL IS STILL A WORK IN PROGRESS, OF COURSE, EVERY NEW 
DEAN FINDS A WAY TO PUT THEIR STAMP ON IT... SOME DEANS MORE THAN OTHERS, 








AH F ROMANCE 
RC) ISTORY O ROMAN (HF 


SINCE I AM NOT MUCH OLPER THAN THE BEST WAY IS TO TELL YOU A TRUE 
YOu, I THOUGHT IT MIGHT BE HELPFUL STORY, THOUGH T WILL CHANGE THE 
TO EXPLAIN TO YOU HOW ROMANCE NAMES OF THOSE INVOLVED IN ORDER 
WORKS AT THE SCHOOL FOR GOOP TO PROTECT THEIR IPENTITIES, 


AND EVIL. gu LOPHTE 
Nr e — 48 Z 


N 





ONCE UPON A TIME, RORT MET LOPHIE WHEN THEY WERE DROPPED INTO THE SCHOOL FOR EVIL. 
IT WAS LOVE AT FIRST SIGHT, 


T WANT TO TOUCH 
YOUR HARI 


BORT DID EVERYTHING 
FOR LOPHIE, HE WAS NICE 
TO HER. HE HELPED HER 
WITH HER HOMEWORK. 
HE EVEN LET HER BLINK 
WITH HIM WHEN HER 
ROOMMATES TRIED TO 
KILL HER. 





a | 






IT WASN'T LOPHIE'S FALLT SHE COULDN'T SEE BORT WAS LER REAL TRUE 
LOVE. SHE HAD REEN DUPED INTO FALLING FOR KEDROS, A FAILED PRINCE 
WHO NO CNE LIKED RECAUSE HE WAS DUMB AND PRETENTIOUS. 









Us ME = CALCULUS | HOW ROMANTIC! 







ge A 

THEN KEDROS FELL IN LOVE WITH LOPHIE'S BEST 
FRIENG NAMED HAGATHA, BUT EVEN THEN, LOPHIE 
ONLY HAP EYES FOR KEPROS. 














“WHAT DOES KEOROS HAVE 
THAT I DON'T2 


BORT TREP TO MAKE NEW FRIENDS TO 
TAKE HIS MIND OFF LOPHIE. 


ACTUALLY, TM 
LOPHIE IN A 
BOY'S BODY. 












FINALLY, A NEW FRIEND 
WHO ISN'T LOPHIE! 






I CAN FEEL MY 
BRAIN CELLS DYING, 





_— 


BUT IN THE END LOPHE SAI? HER HAPPY ONLY THAT WASN'T THE END OF THE STORY 
ENDING WAS “BEING ALONE” - ~ 


T CAN'T STOP THINKING ABOUT 


T'M AN INDEPENDENT A RORT. HE'S SO HANDSOME AND 
woman! an DASHING! 


MEANWHILE, RORT HAD OTHER GIRLS H SO WHEN LOPHIE ASKE? RORT 
TO CHOOSE FROM, BUT THEY ONLY TO COME AND TEACH AT THE 
LIKED HIM FOR HIS NEW BODY SCHOOL WHERE SHE WAS 


CAN YOU TEACH 
HISTORY? 


LOPHIE STILL INSISTS TO 
RORT THAT SHE'S HAPPY 
BEING ALONE... 


WANT TO GO FOR 
A MOONAT WALK 
WHERE WELL BE 


SORRY, TM 
ORGANIZING MY SHCE 
CLOSET TONIGHT, 
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LEADERS 





BRIAR ROSE OF MAIDENVALE 
Best Subject: Beautification (Top Scoresin 
Nighttime Skin Care) 
Founder of the SGE Slumber Party Club 
Life Motto: “If life hands you spindles, 
“~~ weave a sweater.” 


RITA OF NETTLE FOREST 





(ka RED RIDING HOOD) SE 
Best Subject: Senior Citizen Care ie ee 
friendly baking) N. fee ff 





President of the SGE Blue Forest Trai 









JACK OF WOODS BEYOND 
Best Subject: Language Arts (Fluency in Giant) 
Lead Gardener, SGE Amateur Topiary 

Ae Enthusiasts (Winner, Circus of Talents) 


g "Life Metto: “Every bean has a silver lining,” 


PINOCCHIO OF HAMELIN 
Best Subject: Creative Writing y 
Chairperson, SGE Association for ER 2 Liberati a 
N of Marionettes (SALOM) u. 3 TEN ae: 
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CATHERINE OF FOXWOOD 
Best Subiect: Uglification (Specialty: Wart Growth) 
First Place, SGE Lethal-Dish Cooking Contest, 

Fi 5 E LL Category: Vegetarian 

y" Cn A yá. Life Motto: “Dont put all your poisoned apples in one 
[Y erine os AH IE 


i 3 
A 
Br 
| pe y 
ak: 
H ge 


Best Subject Curses and Death Traps he O vi 
on “Impossible Riddles” published in the 7° 7" 
Netherwood Villain Digest) a FRE Se 

Life Motto: “If you stamp your feet and cry ai SA 
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JAMES HOOK OF KNAVE'S PEAK 

Best Subject: Surviving Fairy Tales (Mastery of 
Advanced Pillaging Strategies) 

Captain of the Mighty Pirates, the Official SGE 
Swashbuckling Team (Winner of three Woods- 75 

= wide Championships) E Kr 

Life Motto: “The hook is mightier than the sword. 





GERTRUDE OF RAVENBOW : 
(aks HANSEL AND GRETEL’S WITCH) 
Bes! Subject: Evil Hideout Construction 


(Final Project: Building with Edibles) ái 
Record Holder, Annual SGE Hot Crog- i } 


WL in PA 





HELPERS 





MERLIN OF GINNYMILL 

Best Subject: Independent Study 
in Gnome Biology 

Trusty Skill: On-the- road 
nourishment 








TOPAZ OE WALLEYE 
SPRING (aka Tinkerbell) 


Best Subject: Fairy-Tale 
Chemistry (Magical-Dust 
Infusion) 

Trusty Skill: Pot and kitchen 
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SMEE OF NEVERLAND P 
Best a Lon ae | 
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0 Moa: in preparation for 
POE the le Second Great War) 
PTAS Trust Silk Laying hidden 


i “trip wire : 






MOGRIFS 





OSIRIS OF RUNYON 

MILLS (axa “Baby Beat” from 

Goldilocks and the Three 

Bear)... | 

Secret Talent: Cah hold sparklers 
between his toes 





KIANNA OF PUMPKIN 

POINT (axa Aladdin's ge 

“Magie Carpet”) 

Secret Talent: Effectively 
disguising herself as an 


Full 




























: [IVONNE OF KINGDOM 
© KYRGIOS (aka “Pea” from: 
The Princess and the Pei 


de Secret Talent: Hiding in hum: i 





cars, nostrils, mouths, armpii 
E belly buttons, and othr’, ah 
ar orifices _ 






CHESTER OF PUTSL di | 
(axa “the Cheshire FAN 


Pati 
NENA 


Cat” from Alicein 00 

Wonderland) * 2 

Secret Talent: Chasing shiny Ț 
things and/or balls of yarn 





Obituaries 
Good 





LETITIA OF MAIDENVALE (AKA Snow Waite)—Brutally slain by the 
zombie Wicked Queen in the Cottage White Massacre. Snow will be 
remembered for her genuine kindness, her fierce loyalty, and her award- 
winning limericks. 


ALBRECHT or ALBION Way (Axa Snow Wurre's Dwarr tx) An unfortu- 
nate victim of the devastating Cottage White Massacre. His surviving 
friends and family describe him as driven and very good at sweeping. 


BERNHARD OF Bora Coric (aka Snow Ware's Dwarr #2)— Another 
casualty of the Cottage White Massacre. He leaves behind a vast collec- 
tion of feathers. 


CONRAD oF Carvasso Canyon (aka Snow WHITE'S Dwarr #3) 
— Died in the Cottage White Massacre along with Snow White and his 
six longtime roommates, Conrad liked to whistle. 


the eight people who died in the senseless Cottage White Massacre. 
Villagers fondly remember his handmade holiday decorations and his 
excellent mulled wine. 


EMMERICH OF ETERNAL SPRINGS (AKA Snow Wire's Dware #5)—He had 
just completed a seven-month correspondence course in Ancient Troll 
Dialects when the Wicked Queen struck him dead in the Cottage White 
Massacre. 





Dietrich or Duxavors (aka Snow Wuure’s Dwarr #4)—One of 
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FRANZ OF FROSTPLAINS (AKA Snow WHITE’ s DWARF #6)— 
A victim of the Cottage White Massacre, Franz died do- 
ing what he loved: carving a wooden bust of his beloved 
pet turkey. 





GOTTFRIED or GILLIKIN (aka Snow Wurtr’s Dwarr #7)—Ile perished 
heroically in the Cottage White Massacre while trying to protect his 
roommates. Sadly, Gottfried will never be able to complete his goal of 
swimming across every creek in the Woods. 


RAPUNZEL or Roca Brrar—After overcoming cruel imprisonment and 
going into hiding at a young age, Rapunzel finally found happiness with 
her beloved Prince Townsend. Her life was cut tragically short when 
Mother Gothel returned from the dead and flung both Rapunzel and 
Townsend from the tower in which they had made their family home. 
She is survived by her two small children. 


TOWNSEND OF THE BOGLANDS (AKA RAPUNZEL'S PRINCE)—Driven by pure 
love, Townsend overcame seemingly insurmountable obstacles to be 
with Rapunzel. He lived a happy life with his beloved, and they died 
clasped in each others arms. 


Erra or MAIDENVALE (Aka CINDERELLA) —The late Ella 
remains one of the bravest, and yet the most misunder- 
stood, fairy-tale characters of all time. Her Evil Step- 
mother tore her and her dear stepsisters apart; Ella was 





never able to repair the resulting wounds. Later in her life, 
she was instrumental in helping Sophie and Agatha rec 
oncile, which restored peace to the Woods and cemented Ella’s place as a 
feminist icon in fairy-tale history. 


Keir or Nerurrwoop (aka Tom Tnumb)--As a young man, Tom never 
let his diminutive stature get in the way of his pursuit of adventure. Tom 
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had retired from royal service when his Nemesis plucked him right out 
of his home and ate him. Sadly, Tom was not able to escape the giant's 
digestive system this time. 


CORDELIA OF JAUNT JOLIE (AKA THE MILLER'S DAUGHTER)— Ihe Miller's 
Daughter eventually became the queen of Kingdom Percival after mar- 
tying the king, who demanded she spin straw into gold. Queen Cordelia 
went on to become a famed alchemist, thus bringing great riches to her 
kingdom. Unfortunately, zombie Rumpelstiltskin's surprise attack led to 
her untimely demise. 


WiLLIaM OF BREMEN (aKa Bitty Goat Grure #1) — The eldest Billy Goat 
Gruffis best known for his successful outwitting of the horned troll who 
tried to prevent him from crossing a bridge. He was grazing with his son 
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and grandson when the aforementioned troll caught them by surprise 
and consumed them all. He leaves behind a wife and five grand“ kids.” 
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WILLIAM OF BREMEN JR. (AKA BILLY Goat GRUFF $2) —The successor to 
his father’s name and legacy, the second Billy Goat Gruff used to make 
villagers laugh with his spot-on imitation of the horned troll that he, bis 
father, and his grandfather outsmarted. Unfortunately, the trol! had the 
last word. | 


WILLIAM OF BREMEN III (AKA Bitty Goat GRUFF #3)— The youngest 
of the three Billy Goats Gruff had just graduated a few years before bis 
death. He loved playing stickball with the village children and made it a 
point not to eat their storybooks. He will be missed. 


Carrrick or Carasas (AKA Puss N Boors)— After grad- 
» | wating, Puss ascended to great heights as a royal feline 
Y | and later, a fashion designer and Woods-wide trendsetter. 
Though Puss believed that he had heard the last of his 
Nemesis, the ogre, the beast returned from the dead and 
swallowed Puss—and his famous boots—whole. 
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Anya or Woops BEYOND (AKA THE Litre Mermarp)—Anya hailed 
from the modest village of Gavaldon, after which her fairy tale became one 
of the most beloved throughout the Woods and under the sea. Young girls 
saw her as a trailblazer for her courageous decision to leave home in search 
of true love. Anya had recently started a foundation for the education of 
young Mer-People, and it will continue in her memory. 


PROFESSOR August SADER—The youngest member of the line of Sader 
Seers, who made a tremendous sacrifice in order to restore balance to 
the Woods. He is the originator of the Reader Prophecy, the most famous 
prediction to emerge from his family. Professor Sader is also famous for 
writing A Students History of the Woods, which is still a seminal text for 
every student. Sader tragically perished after the School Master attacked 
him during Ihe Tale of Sophie and Agatha. 


THANNIS or Ooty (AKA THE LIBRARY Torro1se)—He served as the librar- 
ian for the Library of Virtue for nearly 700 years, 699 of which he was 
sleeping, snoozing, napping, and/or eating lunch, He did take a particu- 
lar liking to Agatha and was instrumental in helping her defeat Dean 
Evelyn Sader. However, the tortoise paid dearly for his courage when 
Dean Sader unceremoniously threw him out the window. 


Tristan Or AVALON Towers (Srupent)—Tristan was a warm, caring 
young man who loved to dance and appreciated all things beautiful. 
These days, it is rare for a student to die during his time at the School for 
Good and Evil, but the last class’s journey was not exactly in line with 
tradition. Former Dean Aric of the School for Evil killed Tristan (while 
he was disguised as his alter ego, Yara) during the Trial by Tale between 
the School for Girls and the School for Boys. 


NICHOLAS or GINNYMILE (Srupent)—Tan and handsome, Nicholas came 
to school from a long line of Evers, as his parents and his three older 
brothers were all graduates of the School for Good. He fought valiantly 
against the School Master in the Second Great War but sadly was struck 
down in the prime of his life. 














EVIL 


Lapy Leonora Lesso— After graduating from the School for Evil, Lady 


Lesso served as the Dean of this same school for over twenty years. 
Though her school suffered loss after loss, Lady Lesso remained devot- 
ed to maintaining the halance between Good and Evil. Ihe School for 
Geod and Evil was the only place where Lady Lesso was truly happy; 
her friendship with Clarissa Dovey was the one constant that she could 
depend on, During the Second Great War, she risked her life to van- 
quish the School Master and bring peace te the Endless Woods. She 
died at the hands of her own son while defending the castles, even 
though her best friend was by her side until the very end. Our school 
is a stronger, more united place because of Lady Lesso's sacrifices, and 
we won't scon forget her, 


DEAN EVELYN SADER—Though she was related to the line of Sader Seers, 
Evelyn herself did not present any extraordinary abilities. She made up 
for this with her magical butterflies, through whom she spied on oth- 
ers across the Endless Woods. She began her academic career when her 
half brother, August, secured her a position as a history teacher at the 
School for Evil. However, in a wayward attempt to prove her loyalty to 
the School Master, Professor Sader incited a civil war between Evers 
and Nevers, which led to her eviction. She returned to the School for 
Good and Evil ten years later as the Dean of the School for Evil after 
proving herself useful to the School Master. Once she had fulfilled her 
purpose, however, the School Master executed her, She will be remem- 
bered for her excellent style and her nasty habit of interfering. 
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ARIC OF BLOODBROOK— Even before his mother abandoned him in a 
cave in order to become the Dean of the School for Evil, Aric had no 
internal sense of decency and/or balance. Driven by anger and hate, he 
found great satisfaction in torturing, beating, and terrifying students. 
He died at the hands of Clarissa Dovey as she valiantly tried to save her 
best friend, Lady Leonora Lesso, from the blade of Lady Lesso's own 


son. We can’t think of anyone who is going to miss him. 


Carus or Nermerwoon- The Storian chose a lovely 
young witch named Callis for The Tale of Callis and Va- 
nessa shortly after she started teaching Uglification at 
the Schocl for Evil. The fairy tale sparked the School 
Master's interest, and he pursued her; but Callis, dream- 





ing of true love, escaped from the school and found her- 
self in the nonmagical village of Gavaldon. It was there that she found 
what she was looking for... but inan unexpected place. As the adoptive 
mother of Agatha of Woods Beyond, Callis finally felt real, enduring 
love. She died heroically while saving Agatha and her prince, Tedros of 
Camelot, from the village Elders. She is survived by Agatha of Camelot, 
Tedros of Camelot, and Reaper. The villagers of Gavaldon will forever 
be indebted to Callis for her healing potions and salves, as well as for 
her noble sacrifice that saved them all from obliteration (even though 


they couldn't see it at the time). 


Grimm or Pastis Dunes- At the School for Evil, Grimm was tracked 
as a Henchman. However, instead of entering his own fairy tale, he was 
hired to apprentice with new Evil students during the first-year Side- 
kick Challenge. This turned out to be a rather large error of judgment 
on the part of the administration, as Grimm was a free thinker and did 
not enjoy following orders. He died as he lived: a wild hellion wreaking 


havoc. 
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Breze or Dirr Roan—A former student of the School for Evil who 
was tracked as a Henchman and was eventually hired as a maintenance 





dwarf at his alma mater. He died after being head-butted into the bay 





by a zombie ogre, and Castor already led a short memorial, so there’s 






not much more to say here (and we're running out of space). 






RAFAL (OBITUARY INCLUDED AL THE INSISTENCE OF DEAN 





SOPHIE, COMPOSED BY Dean Sorniz)—Although Ra- 





fal killed his brother and started a long conflict in 






which many of my friends, teachers, and classmates 





were destroyed, I cannot deny his importance in our 





school’s history... or in my own fairy tale. Rafal was 






aman who knew what he wanted. He had an impeccable sense of style 






and understood the importance of luxury in living a satisfying life. 






He certainly had some strange and dangerous ideas about how to gov- 





ern the School for Good and Evil, but I will always remember him for 






making me a queen—and for starting a war over me. The things we do 





for love! 


Ie SAN 


RAN BX. 
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HOW NOT TO DIE 
By Caster & Pollux 






RODA 












T* last year has been the deadliest in our school's history, de- Wi ə 
spite the administration's best efforts to keep students safe e 1 
from harm. In addition to the new security measures (detailed x Mo 
throughout this Handbook), we know that our dearly departed \ ® 





alumni would want you to learn something from their deaths. To 


2 


honor them, we've compiled this 


ES 


handy list of tips on how to survive 
your time here at school, Evers and 
Nevers alike. 
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Pollax Sa 73. Do inform a teacher if you see an armed stranger 
lurking about the halls (zombie villains included). It’s possible that 
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the stranger is just someone's parent or a guest speaker for Evil, but it's 


pa 


also possible that he or she is here to kidnap you. 
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Castor Says: DONT PLAY POLKAMU- mig y AG 
SIC TOO LOUD BECAUSE I HATE POLKA 1% 72 a, 7 
MUSIC AND I MIGHT KILL YOU. 2 4 
i bay“ 
Pollux Sa 195: Do lock your door at night 3 A : 
Oa 2 
to avoid all potential threars. o 7 
CasTor Says: DON'T GET NEAR OPEN WIN- D ken o 
DOWS WHILE FIGHTING WITH FRIENDS. THE Cy 
fe 
MOST COMMON CAUSE OF DEATH AT SCHOOL rr / 
a 
IS WHEN KIDS LOSE THEIRTEMPER AND A $ 
THROW THEIR FRIENDS OUT WINDOWS. VA 
Pollux Says: Do make sure that you are fully 4 
prepared for battle and don’t underestimate your opponent! IS 
m Ras. 
£ = 
Caster Says: DON'T TAUNT PEOPLE ON THE BATTLE- M 
FIELD BY PULLING YOUR PANTS DOWN BECAUSE SOMEONE Sed y 
DID THAT TO ME ONCE AND 1 ATE HIM. N i 
Ha 
TB: 





Pollux Says: Do invest in a decent suit of spiked armor, espe- 
cially if your Nemesis is substantial in size. 
Castor Says: DON'T FIGHT A 
DRAGON WITHOUT GETTING YOUR 
ARMOR FIRE-PROOEFED FIRST. DUH. 





FOR MOGRIFS— Pollux Says: 
Do urge your animal friends to wear bells 
while they graze in case you get separated in the meadow. 


For Mocrits—Castor Says: DON'T KEEP BELLS a) ) 
ON IF YOU'RE BEING CHASED BY A MURDERER. THEY WILL a Ic 


TINKLE WHEN YOU'RE TRYING TO HIDE AND YOU WILL ye 








“ince the founding of our school more than five hundred 


years ago, our sivigents have seen a great deal of triumph 
and have also overcome obstacles that ranged from mildly 
discomfiting to life threatening. You, as a new student, are 
inheriling an impressive legacy thal encompasses ihe Dest 


and worsi—traditions that fairy tales have ta offer. 


„and 


of Woods-wide 


Beauty Pageant 
winners (in 

the Human, 
Animal, and Plant 
categories) have 
been graduates 

of the School for 
Good (it would 


Si ell Pea no Halts be 100%, but the 








winner have be bee: White Witch was 
graduates ofthe quite fetching in 
= hike. Pen her day). 











School for G ood 
gra edites on e Ak a graduates have made 
| Leadert rack ha 


selfless sacrifices 
that spared the lives of 


others. 


In addition, former Evers have ... 
efe rescued over 10,000 damsels in distre So 
befriended neatly 20.000 animals a 

SUNE 100,000 sweet, lilting melodies ee 
of WOVEN 50,000 fresh daisy chains.-- 
ao danced at 40,000 balls... 


won 25,000 sword fights 53 


defeated 10,000 evil curses and spells 


smothered 800 rapi dly spreading fires .- 





ao and saved 4,500 villages from pillaging, 
ifs Sarees £ 


by DEAN SOPHIE 


Statistics supplied I 
Over the past five 
hundred years, 
of School for Evil graduates 
could have used a makeover 
(see Dean Dovey's note 
about the White Witch). 
Indeed, if they had received 
bẹ proper training in personal 
= grooming, the results 
would be quite different. 


a Luckily, the new regime 

27% of all Wanted posters 
issued throughout the Endless 
Woods have depicted School 


Of 
3% 


at the School for Evil has 
already taken steps to 
address this. Case in point: 


2 ah eother I e % 
for Evil graduates. Th the usage of the School for 


e probably issued in error, RES De 

were probably is BIER fuer 

ao ed Evil bathing facilities has 
Ue x ) N 


already increased by 56% 
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threat to absolutely no one. 








1 00% of individuals sentent ed to 


i anst E anity 
r Crimes Against Humanity 


\ have been grat yates 
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Weekly Meal Plan 


Breakfast 


Dinner 


lcan 
Dovey 
says 


SUNDAY 


* Buttermilk 
porridge 


* Jam tarts 


* Honeycomb bars 


* Hazelnut hot 
crass buns 


e Hard-boiled eggs 


e Rosewater plums 


* Steak pie 


* Cinnamon-carrot 


salad 


* Dandelion fizz 


“Porridge, buns, eggs, 
and pie keep you 
healthy by and by!” 


THE SCHOOL FOR GOOD 


MONDAY 


* Gingerbread 
pancakes 


« Wild strawberries 


* Licorice-clove tea 


« Smoked-trout 
sandwiches 


« Rampion salads 


« Strawberry 
soufflé 


* Rabbit sausages 
« Dusted biscuits 
« Aniseed éclairs 


* Pomegranate 
juice 


“If you feel fatigued 
and low, perk up 
with a bit of clove! 


TUESDAY 


* Olive oil and 
sardine toast 


e Maple-sugar 
crepes 


¢ Raspberry curd 


» Rutabaga bisque 
e Parsley slaw 


e Lavender petits 
fours 


* Ham hock pie 

e Asparagus with 
truffle sauce 

* Peppermint 
meringues 


“Maple and sugar 
make u swee! treat, 
but be sure to eat 
plenty of meat!” 





WEDNESDAY 
* Baked eggs with 
cheese 


+» Oatcakes with 
quince jam 


* Vanilla milk 


r Broiled herring 
+ Haricots verts 
e Sugarplums 


* Cherry tea 


* Dressed salmon 
e Sweet potato mash 


« Sold leaf 


macaroons 


“Eat salmon and 
herring, both gifts 
of the sea, and wash 
itdown with some 
sparkling tea!” 


THURSDAY 


* Sliced peaches 
e Mint whipped 
cream 


* Boysenberry— 
goat cheese 
croissants 


e Lamb 
sandwiches 


e Saffron couscous 


e Almond mousse 


e Squab cassoulet 


» Orange-beer 


salad 


* Cranberry jellies 


“Nothing is more 
pleasing than peaches 
and cream, and our 
orange-beet salad 
tastes like a dream!” 


FRIDAY 


* Lemon-ginger 
tarts 


* Dried figs 
* Rhubarb 


turnovers 


* Assorted minia- 
ture meat pies 


* Baked aubergine 


« Mint lemonade 


* Goose curry 
e Lentil salad 
« Pistachio sorbet 


+ Violet water 


“For most of your 
ailments, there is a 
cure—eating well 
will help you for 
sure!” 


SATURDAY 


e Currant cakes 
wirh honey burter 

+ Sweet-cream 
fritters 


* Hot cocoa 


e Watercress quiche 

e Radish-fennel 
stew 

* Blackberry 
doughnuts 


* Apricot lamb 
chops 

« Foie gras with 
rosemary Crisps 


e Citron cream puffs 


“For the past one 
hundred years, Lvers 
have greeted this 
menu with cheers!” 
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Py + NOTE FROM DEAN SOPHIE: 


> 


Upon reviewing my predecessor s menus and 
iif experiencing one too many buckets of gruel myself, 
E F , L overhauled the entire MENU to protect our dear 
‘* Nevers’ palates. After painstaking experimentation 
¡ Nevers’ } g ex] 
and discussions with the top chefs th roughout 
the Woods, I present to you the new and 
“improved School for Evil health plan! 
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INDULGENCES 
(To be eaten only during very special 
dates. balls. weddings. or coronations) 


Caviar, champagne, truffles, champagne-infused 


truffles, ganaches, ambrosias, mousses, 
pastries, brülees. and meringues 


* Stewed broccoli 
- Steamed spinach 
- Alfalfa 
* Wheatgrass 
» Cucumber in all forms 
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DERELICT ¢ 
DUMPLING 


2p 
rT 2p 
Garlic Head ied Op 
bn Pancakes 3p 

ENTREES: 

Spaghetti and Mucusbalis 10p 6p 

Carcass Calzone 10p 

Lizard-agna 10.50p 

Scabioli with Blood Sauce 12p 

“PAL ry y 

SPECIALTY PIZZAS: 12p 
The Bluebearg: 


Thin-crust Die with Dlue chees 


€, gravel, fish guts, 
baby tears i 


and sliced Skullami 


The White Witch: 


Regular-crust pie with tripe, Pustules, drieg maggots, 
and fingernail Shavings 


Tadpole Gizzards 


an be served moldy or scorched 


The Vine of Thorn 
Deep-dish pie with 
and gravel mash 


NTREES: 


s (Vegetarian): Nole-Brain Noodles 8.50p 


Slippery iwigs, Poisonroot, Moss, 








Make your Own (Choose up to 4 toppings): 
Dried maggots 


Pustules 
Skullami Slippery twigs 
Baby tears isonroot 
Gravel Fish guts 
Wasp Stingers Ants 
> Oath antennae Blobs of Slime 
ge Stymph talons Jackal Whiskers 


Ben =» - 








Hote FROM Hester: white were om the 
sulojeck of food and contraband, one of mq best 
friends, named Dot, left Lis seramted on ¢ bathroom 
wall for lukure Neyers before Dian Sophie had it 
painted ouer. Lucky for won, \ copied it down. 
The 
LO BEST & WORST THINGS 


TO TURN INTO 


CHOCOLATE 


BY DOT OF NOTTINGHAM 


(Recent Graduate of the School for Evil) 


BEST 


1) Cornish hen 






2) Barrel (preferably one filled with oranges) 
3) Grandfather clock 


4) Lantern (Remove the oil first!) 


} 5) Brass doorknob 








8) 
9) 
10) 


WORST 





Saddle 


My father’s sundial (accidental, 
but delicious—at any time of day!) 


Exccutioner's axe (unused) 
Lute 


Circus crown (Don’t tell Dean Sophie.) 


Gunpowder 





Albemarle the Woodpecker 
(It won't work, and he'll bite you.) 


Textbook (They’re enchanted to taste like 
rat droppings if you try. YUCK.) 


Rusty nail 


Iron cauldron belonging to Hester 
(She attacked me with a ladle.) 


Gravestone (It’s not worth being haunted.) 






Hort's pants (They smell, no matter what.) 
Executioner’s axe (used) 
Fire of any kind 


Repeat #9 for emphasis. It’s really a very 
bad idea. 
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DEAN CLARISSA DOVEY 

Good Deeds 

Favorite Hobby: “L am quite the chess player. 
Lady Lesso and I had an ongoing rivalry, 
which I led 133 games to 22. I hear Dean 
Sophie is eager to take Leonora's place in 
our matches. Does she even know how to. 


play?” 
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PRINCESS UMA 

Animal Communication 

Favorite Animal: “I used to have the 
sweetest little white bunny named Roscoe, 
who slept in my bed. But then he got 
bitten by a vampire bat.” 
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RUMI ESPADA 

Swordplay & Weapons Training 
Best Student: “Lancelot had peerless 
skill and an innate sense of 
chivalry. He beat Arthur so badly 
once in a duel that he purposely lost 
the rematch in order to repair their 
friendship.” 


ALEKSANDER LUKAS 
Chivalry & Grooming 

Tip on Grooming: “If your breeches 
are sagging so low that we can see 
your underpants, your future looks 
very dim.” 


YUBA THE GNOME 

Surviving Fairy Tales 

Food Tip: “If you run out of 
meerworms while traveling in the 
Woods, toasted crickets make a 
suitable (and often tastier) meal.” 
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EMMA ANEMONE 

Beautification 

Biggest Regret: “Missing the Snow Ball 
when I was a student because no boy 
asked me. Ever since then, Pve committed 
myself to empowering the female sex 
whether or not a girl chooses to have a 
male companion.” 


POLLUX 

Princess Etiquette 

Extracurricular Activity: Founder & 
Adviser of the Ever-Never Anti-Bullying 
Alliance (ENABA), dedicated to 
extinguishing the mistreatment of those 
with unique characteristics, specifically 
canines who do not exemplify traditional 
norms of masculinity. 


HORT OF BLOODBROOK 

History of Heroes 

Advice for Evers: “Make friends with the 
weirdos. There's usually more of them 
than the popular kids, which means you'll 
actually be the popular one.” 
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ALBEMARLE THE WOODPECKER 
Groom Room Attendant 

Pet Peeve: “Boys and girls who flirt 

with each other in the hot tubs. 

Such a cliché.” 
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The SCHOOL FOR EVIL 


DEAN SOPHIE OF WOODS BEYOND 
Curses & Death Traps 

Current Hobby: "I'm working on the musical 
for next year, entitled Queen, leon, Goddess. 

I won't tell you who it's about for fear of 
spoiling it, but let's just say, I know a lot 
about the person. Tee-hee.” 


BILIOUS MANLEY 

Uglification 

On the Importance of Being Ugly: “Despite the 
new campaign for Evil ‘beauty and hygiene, 
a true villain knows it's what's on the inside 
that really matters.” 


CASTOR 

Henchmen Training 

Retirement Plans: “Dogs don't live all that 
long, so Id like to get a house in the country 
soon and raise my own sheep and eat ‘em for 
every meal.” 














SHEEBA SHEEKS 


Special Talents 
Special Talent: “Training 


young idiots who spend 
too much time whining 
like nincompoops instead 


of actually making useful 
contributions to the Evil 


cause.” 


y 


E WOLVES 
Yy Patrol & Discipline 





HORT OF BLOODBROOK 
History of Villainy 

Advice for Neverboys: “Girls like 
boys who act brooding and 
deep but who also happen to 
have nice muscles and cool 
clothes, so yeah, good luck 
figuring that one out.” 






GARGOYLES 
Castle Security 





THE SCHOOL FOR GOOD AND EVIL 


Course Catalog 





Year One 


EVERS ONLY 
(Note: All classes required) 


GOOD ror. BEAUTIFICATION (GIRLS ONLY) 
PROFESSOR ANEMONE 


A comprehensive introduction to female empowerment through beauty, 
with focus on the texts Winning Your Prince and The Recipe Book for Good 
Looks. Sample units include: Developing Your Smile, Bal! Fashion, Inner 
Radiance, and Princess Posture. Those who find the pursuit of beauty a 
shallow or worthless endeavor wil! leave with a new, more enlightened 
perspective. (Poor attitudes, however, will not be tolerated, nor will cat- 
ing of the classroom’s candy walls.) Requirements include: weekly tests, 
practical challenges, and a year-end makeover project. 


GOOD 102. PRINCESS ETIQUETTE (GIRLS ONLY) 
POLLUX 


Imagine a prince who finds a girl of his dreams ... only to discover she's 
a clumsy, spoiled, and incompetent mess! Thankfully, every first-vear 
Evergirl takes my seminal course, which will mold you into a princess 
of whom even the most unyielding mother-in-law can be proud. (Not all 
of you will end up princesses or even living in proximity of one, how- 
ever.) Units will include: Dancing for Dummies, Ladle or Spoon: The 
Science of Utensils, Voice Modulation, and more, Requirements include: 
periodic challenges, attendance at seasonal dances, and helping Professor 
Pollux find a suitable body on which to attach his head. 





GOOD 103. SWORDPLAY & WEAPONS TRAINING 
("NOW FOR BOYS AND GIRLS) 
PROFESSOR ESPADA 


With Evil's reliance on dirty tricks, your greatest defense will be both an 
iron will and a faultless education in honorable fighting. Together, boys 
and girls will develop dexterous abilities with: swords, daggers, spears, 
bows and arrows, maces, cannons, battering rams, and more obscure 
weapors. All students wil! use blunted training weapons until they pass 


the designated Competency Challenge. In addition, any Ever incapable ot 


handling weapons in a mature and responsible manner will be stripped 
of Groom Room Privileges and sent to the Dean for turther punishment. 


GOOD 104. ANIMAL COMMUNICATION 
(NOW FOR BOYS AND GIRLS) 
PRINCESS UMA 


Tve never taught boys before, and I couldn't be more excited! Welcome, 
welcome to the most fun class you'll have at school, where you'll meet 
all my best friends, including stymphs and squirrels and horses and all 
the other creatures big and small that live in our Blue Forest. We're even 
getting a new supply of Wish Fish this year, so you'll be able to partici- 
pate in our most famous challenge! Other units include: How to Deal 
with a Rabid Rodent, Mogrif or Animal, and Common Animal Language 
Phrases (e.g., “Which way is north?”). Those with anima! allergies should 
inform Dean Dovey so you may be inoculated prior to class. 


GOOD 105. CHIVALRY & GROOMING (BOYS ONLY) 
PROFESSOR LUKAS 


As a result of Goods long winning streak, Everboys have become 
increasingly complacent and arrogant. This strict and demanding class 
will restore your potential to have a real Ever After that people not only 
remember, but also value as a model for their own lives. Sample units 
will include: Proper Footwear for Quests, Manly Scents, Sewing for Boys, 
Introduction to Female Thinking, and more. Requirements include: 
weekly challenges, a family genealogy project, and choosing one Evergirl 
on whom to practice various chivalrous techniques throughout the year. 


UMSS A Dr A 





COOD 106. PHYSICAL EDUCATION (BOYS ONLY) 
ALBEMARLE 


Open Period in the Groom Room for boys to work on athletic skills, 
including: weight lifting, wrestling, wall climbing, hammer throwing, 
and more. See the Groom Room menu fora list of all available activities. 


GOOD 107. HISTORY OF HEROES 

PROFESSOR HORT 

This newly revamped class won't be boring like most history classes. I 
haven't really read A Students History of the Woods and don’t know all that 
much about stuff that happened before I was born, so there won't be any 
lecturing or anything like that. Instead, I'll be bringing in a bunch of 
friends as guest speakers, like Hester of Ravenwood, Anadil of Blood- 
brook, Dot of Nottingham, Agatha of Woods Beyond, Tedros of Camelar, 
Chaddick of Foxwood, Kiko of Neverland, and more tc tell you every- 
thing they know about history and school and other useful stuff. There 
are no requirements for this class, other than you don’t throw food at me 
or say anything negative about me when Dean Sophie is around. 


GOOD 108. GOOD DEEDS 

DEAN DOVEY 

Good Deeds are about more than good looks, good clothes, and good 
behavior. Good Deeds are about actually contributing something to the 
Woods in which we live. Sample units will include: Respecting Your 
Elders, Underprivileged Mogrifs, and Replanting the Woods. Though 
this class is after lunch, those caught sleeping through class or mumbling 
groggily when called upon to answer a question will be swiftly punished 
with toilet-cleaning duties. 


NEVERS ONLY 
(Note: All classes required) 


EVIL rox. UGLIFICATION 
PROFESSOR MANLEY 


For most of your life, you've been judged by how you look. This is true of 
both Evers and Nevers. But while Evers cultivate these looks and thereby 
weaken their souls, here at the School for Evil, I teach Nevers how to free 
themselves from the burden of their mundane shells. For an hour a day, I 
will make you as ugly as possible, anointing you with shingles, warts, and 
pox; making your hair fall out; or even turning your entire face upside 
down. Uglification is a great weapon of Evil, allowing you to shape-shift 
and elude Cocd's defenses. But to use this weapon wisely, you must allow 
yourself to feel ugly and not be scared of those feelings, particularly when 
others react to the way you look. This is the villain's true path to empow- 
erment... and to freedom. Indeed, by uglifying each and every day, you 
will realize how fragile and impermanent your looks truly are—and how 
your personality, values, and inner strength are far more enduring and 
crucial to your happiness. 


EVIL 102. HENCHMEN TRAINING 

CASTOR 

HENCHMEN TRAINING IS A VERY SIMPLE CLASS. I BRING 
SCARY HENCHMEN, AND YOU TRY NOT TO DIE. SOMETIMES 
KIDS DIE BECAUSE THEY DON'T PAY ATTENTION TO WHAT I 
SAY, SO IF YOU DIE, IT’S YOUR FAULT, AND I DONT WANT TO 
GET A LETTER FROM YOUR PARENTS AFTERWARD, ‘CAUSE I'LL 
JUST TELL THEM YOU WERE AN EMBARRASSMENT AND THE 
WORLD'S BETTER OFF WITHOUT ANOTHER BUNGLIN' NEVER. 


Bi Bi hy fy, Bin 
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EVIL 103. CURSES & DEATH TRAPS 

DEAN SOPHIE 

At first, I was going to reinvent this course so it included fashion make- 
overs, Evil selfesteem affirmations, and a complete history of my own 
life, including staged autobiographical monologues every Friday. ... But 
then I remembered how I came to be the great villain that I am. And 
it all began in Lady Lesso’s class. Once upon a time, in a frozen room, 
I discovered my Nemesis: a person who gets stronger as I get weaker, a 
person who would prevent me from ever finding peace, a person I had 
to destroy. ... Now it is your turn to see if you too will find your greatest 
enemy. But even if you don't find your Nemesis in my class, it is my duty 
to prepare you for your Evil future, just as Lady Lesso once prepared me. 
Sample units include: Princess Traps, Poisonous Potions, Prince Emascu- 
lation, Manipulative Spells, and more. 





EVIL 104. HISTORY OF VILLAINY 
PROFESSOR HORT 


Um, see Good 107. It'll be like that. But more Evil. 





EVIL 105. SPECIAL TALENTS 

PROFESSOR SHEEKS 

Greetings, young sprouts! Each of you is born with a special Villain 
Talent, whether you know it or not. And no, a talent is not burping the 
alphabet, making bathroom noises with your armpit, or eating live gold- 
fish. A talent is something that emanates from your soul and is unique 
to you. In our last graduating class, we had a variety of talents: a girl with 
a demon tattoo that attacked people... a girl who could turn anything 
she touched into chocolate .., a boy who could manifest ten different 
heads ... a girl who could make her rats grow forty feet tall.. .. But surely 
you can do even better! Requirements include: keeping a daily log of Tal- 
ent Progress, performing in weekly talent duels against other students, 
and competing in the Circus of Talents if you make Evil's team. 


EVERS & NEVERS 
(Note: Required Class) 


GOOD 109/EVIL 106. SURVIVING FAIRY TALES 
VARIOUS FOREST GROUP LEADERS 


Students will be divided into 16 Forest Groups, with 5 Evers and 5 Nevers 
in cach group, helmed by a leader from the Endless Woods. The class 
takes place in the Blue Forest and will pit Evers against Nevers in weekly 
challenges, as well as train all students in units such as Navigation, Mon- 
ster Combat, and Plant Identification in order to prepare you for your 
graduation into the Endless Woods. Trial by Tale training will also hap- 
pen in your tespective Forest Groups. 


Vear Two 


EVERS ONLY 
(Note; All classes required) 


GOOD 201. ADVANCED BEAUTIFICATION & GROOMING 
PROFESSOR ANEMONE 


In this intermediate workshop for both boys and girls, Evers will work in 
teams to develop their own clothing and accessories lines. With periodic 
input from the professor, you will create a complete collection for your 
fashion label, including menswear and womenswear. The course will end 
with a runway competition, which will take place in front of the entite 
school, featuring you and your team members as models of your new 
apparel. The winning team will have its line produced by Cinderella’s 
Mice Designs, Ltd. 


MAMADA A A 


GOOD 202. GOVERNANCE & KINGDOM TRAINING 
PROFESSOR LUKAS 


In this coeducational class, Everboys and Evergirls will be taught how 
to run a kingdom, should they manage to ascend to the rank of prince or 
princess after graduation. Units of study include: Kingdom Treasuries, 
Advisory Council Structure, Scandal Management, and more. Assigr- 
ments are highlighted by a yearlong project ona specific kingdom, which 
you will visit and study before presenting a series of proposed improve- 
ments to its acting leader in front of the kingdom's court. Usually these 
kingdom leaders are appreciative of our visiting students. A few Evers, 
however, have come across as arrogant or impertinent . . and lost their 
heads as a result. 


GOOD 203. HISTORY OF FAIRY TALES 

PROFESSOR HORT 

I thought I knew all my fairy tales, until I met the League of Thirteen—a 
group of famous old heroes —during my adventures last year. Which got 
me thinking... if we have so many famous alumni, why not get them 
to answer your questions about what living through a fairy tale is really 
like? So for this second-year class, well be having heroes and villains 
come in each week to give you their personal tips on how to best survive 
your future fairy tales. 





GOOD 204. ADVANCED ANIMAL LINGUISTICS 
PRINCESS UMA 


In the second year, you will choose a specific animal language for flu- 
ency. Requirements include: weekly proficiency exams (with your 
animal partner), plus after-school study of Animal Language Recordings 
that can be rented from the Everwood Zoological Society in your chosen 
species for a nominal fee. Most popular languages picked include: Horse, 
Sheep, Cat, Canine, Rabbit, Frog, Deer, Cow, and Bird (including various 
sub-tongues). 


GOOD 205. COOD DEEDS: FIELD TRAINING 
DEAN DOVEY 


An intensive field internship dedicated to community service. All stu- 
dents must prepare and submit a proposal in the spring of their first year, 
testifying as to the Good Deed on which they plan to focus during their 
second year. Upon approval, they will spend 10 to 15 hours a week on 
location, working towards their service goals. Past projects include: Orga- 
nizing a School for Good and Evil Health Fair, Staging a Marathon to 
Raise Money for Flowerground Refurbishment, Adopting and Fixing a 
Pothole in the Endless Woods, Tomb Upkeep in the Garden of Good and 
Evil, Repairing a Wishing Well, and Serving as a Museum Tour Guide at 
a Local Everwood-Sponsored Institution. 


GOOD 206. EVER CHOIR & ORCHESTRA 
POLLUX 


In the first year, special attention was placed on the ability ro dance and 
move with a modicum of grace. In the second year, we focus on vocal and 
instrumental abilities, culminating in a grand performance for the Duke 
and Duchess of Putsi at their annual Easter Ball. All girls must choose 
either a vocal or instrumental part to dedicate themselves to over the 
coming year. (Since boys always choose to play the drums, I will assign 
their parts myself.) 


NEVERS ONLY 
(Note: All classes required) 


EVIL 201. UCLIFICATION: DISGUISES & DEFORMITY 
PROFESSOR MANLEY 


After a full year of uglifying, you are now prepared in Year 2 to begin 
using the principles of Uglification to defeat your Ever enemies. Sam- 
ple units include: Shape-shifting for Maximum Disgust, Noxious Body 
Scents, Cronyism (aka Old Woman Disguises to Fool Treacly Princesses), 
and more. 


Bir Be fy Bir Air Die Ar A 


EVIL 202. HENCHMEN: FIELD TRAINING 
CASTOR 


IF YOU DIDN'T DIE IN MY LAST CLASS, NOW YOU'LL GO INTO 
THE ENDLESS WOODS AND MEET WORKING HENCIIMEN 
WHO WILL JUDGE YOUR CHALLENGES AND DECIDE IF YOURE 
WORTH THE DIRT YOU STAND ON. UNLIKE THE FIRST YEAR, 
IF YOU MAKE A MISTAKE, I WON'T BE THERE TO SAVE YOU 
LIKE SOME CODDLING AUNTY. MAKE A MISTAKE AND THESE 
HENCHMEN WILL SQUASH YOU TO SMITHEREENS, JUST LIKE 
IN REAL LIFE. HENCHMEN JUDGES WILL INCLUDE: GIANTS, 
OGRES, TROLLS, GENTES, ROGUE DWARVES, AND MORE. 





EVIL 203. ADVANCED CURSES & DEATH TRAPS 
DEAN SOPHIE 


Whether summoning a flock of murderous ravens, weaving magical 
snakeskin, or unleashing a lethal how!, I've always dispatched Evers with 
creativity and grace. In this second-year course, I'll be reaching my most 
private spells tor defeating a Nemesis, with units including: Screams 
from the Soul, Invisibility Capes, Prince Manipulation, and more. Lim- 
ited to the ro best students of my choosing. 


EVIL 204. HISTORY OF FAIRY TALES 
PROFESSOR HORT 


(See Good 203, but it'll be more focused on the fairy tales that Evil won. 
Lady Lesso swore these fairy tales existed, even though no one remem- 
bers them and I haven't the faintest clue where to find them.... Ummm, 
but TIL find out before class starts!) 


——— 

EVIL 205. ADVANCED SPELL CASTING 

PROFESSOR SHEEKS 

Dear little kiddies, you have gone from sprouts to little bushes. Now 
I will turn you into trees! Not literally, of course (unless you are abso- 
lutely useless, in which case, you will be tracked as a tree in your third 


year). In the first year, you had your fingerglow unlocked by your Forest 
Group Leaders before you learned basic weather, water, and Mogrifica- 
tion spells. Bur in this class, you'll graduate to: Force Spells, Protection 
Spells, Energy Spells, Time Spells, and Death Spells (theory only). Given 
the delicacy and danger of our endeavors, the Doom Room's Man-Wolf 
will sit at the back of our classroom and publicly punish any student who 
indulges in mischief or tomfoolery. 


EVERS & NEVERS 





GOOD 207/EVIL 206. SURVIVING FAIRY TALES 

VARIOUS FOREST GROUP LEADERS 

Forest Groups will remain the same in the second year as your teams of 
5 Evers and 5 Nevers move inro the Endless Woods to begin simulating 
the real-life conditions you will face after graduation. All students must 
sign an additional waiver that denies Group Leader liability in the case of 
injury, mutilation, or death. 


Vear Three 


EVERS ONLY 


(Note: Students may enroll in five of the following 

classes, provided they fulfill the requirements for 

entry. The last class, “Surviving Fairy Tales,” is still 
required of all Evers and Nevers.) 


GOOD 301. BEAUTIFICATION/GROOMING: 
EXPRESS FOR SUCCESS 
PROFESSOR ANEMONE 


Elective seminar that uses miming, classical improvisation, Reiki, chakra 
crystals, and facial yoga to develop authentic self-expression. 


MAMADA Bir A 





GOOD 302. BEAUTIFICATION/GROOMING: 

ADVANCED STRENGTH TRAINING 

PROFESSOR LUKAS 

Intensive physical training regimen, with visits to the local Ever army 
military barracks for weekend boot camps. Only students who pass a 
diagnostic physica! will be allowed to enroll. 





GOOD 303. BEAUTIFICATION/GROOMING: 

RADIANCE RETREAT 

PROFESSORS ANEMONE & LUKAS 

By invitation only. The top 5 Boys and top 5 Girls in the Ever class will 
be enrolled in this advanced seminar, which will take them to the great 
est temples of Beautification and Grooming in the Endless Woods. Field 
trips include visits to: the Salt Lagoons of Shazabah, the Golden Spa of 
Octy, the Hot Stone Caves of the Murmuring Mountains, and more. 


GOOD 304. DANCE WORKSHOP: WALTZ & RONDEL 
POLLUX 


Note: Partners required for enrollment. 





GOOD 305. DANCE WORKSHOP: INTERPRETIVE MOVEMENT 
POLLUX 


Every future ruler needs to let off some steam after a hard day of ruling a 
kingdom. This is your opportunity to relax your shoulders, slather your- 
self in body paint, and shake your bottom to the beat. Students will leave 
with a better sense of their bodies and souls, and the inner strength to 
be able to face any challenge (including abusive twin siblings who share 
your body or a world that does not recognize your many talents}. 


GOOD 306. ANIMAL COMMUNICATION: STUDY ABROAD 
PRINCESS UMA 


Students fluent in a particular animal language are invited to travel and 


live with an animal family in the Endless Woods. See list of available host 
families in the Dean’s office. 


GOOD 307. ANIMAL COMMUNICATION: 
MOGRIF GROOMING & TRAINING 
PRINCESS UMA 


For students tracked as Mogrifs only—a chance to grow comfortable 
with your new form. 





GOOD 308. GOOD DEEDS: SIDEKICK TRAINING 
PROFESSOR DOVEY 


For students tracked as Helpers—a seminar dedicated to the role of a 
proper sidekick and how to balance deference with selfrespect. 





GOOD 309. GOOD DEEDS: LEAD THE WAY 
PROFESSOR DOVEY 


For Leaders only—a comprehensive philosophy of governance for those 
seeking to rule their own kingdoms. Focus will be on governing for the 
people rather ¿han one's own ego. 


GOOD 310. HISTORY SEMINAR: HISTORY OF WAR 
PROFESSOR HORT 


Professor Dovey said I had te have an advanced seminar option for students 
wanting to study history as a possible profession (Really? People do thar?), 
so I racked my brain for things I like reading and thinking about, and all 1 
could come up with was girls and war, but Professor Dovey said I can’t do a 
whole class about girls because it’s sexist, so we settled on “History of War." 
Irll be cool, though—lots of blood and backstabbing and people's heads on 
spikes. Maybe we'll even have Sophie as a guest speaker since she fought 
in the Good-Evil War, Boy-Girl War, and Old-New War... but only if you 
remember to say nice things about me while she’s here, 


Bir Be 4 Be Ar Din Air A 


NEVERS ONLY 


(Note: Students may enroll in 5 of the following 
classes, provided they fulfill the requirements for 
entry. The last class, “Surviving Fairy Tales,” is still 
required of all Evers and Nevers.) 


EVIL 301. UGLIFICATION SEMINAR: MIMICRY 
PROFESSOR MANLEY 


The ultimate disguise? Taking on the face and body of your Nemesis, 
so you can impersonate them at will. Learn how in this advanced Ugli- 
fication class. Open only to those tracked as Leaders, with enrollment 
capped at 15 to enable close teacher student attention. 


m 
EVIL 305. UGLIFICATION: LEADER “LOOKS” 
DEAN SOPHIE 


Instead of Professor Manley, I will now be teaching this advanced sem- 
inar, dedicated to helping those tracked as Leaders find a suitable “look” 
for their grand and ambitious futures. Where Professor Manley stressed 
the importance of uglifying in a traditional sense, I believe in a more fluid 
interpretation of what it means to be a villain. After all, with Evil no lon- 
ger restricted to the gruesome and grotesque, there is nothing stopping 
you from being both intimidating and alluring... like me. The class will 
culminate in our interrupting Good’s Advanced Beautification Runway 
Show with our own parade of Evil beauties. 


— 
EVIL 303. UGLIFICATION SEMINAR: HENCHMEN “LOOKS” 
PROFESSOR MANLEY 


For those tracked as Henchmen—a seminar that uses Uglification prin- 
ciples to help you develop an odious and frightening appearance that will 
make your Evil Leader both proud and eager to use you in the front lines 
of battle. 


EVIL 304. INDEPENDENT STUDY: 

SIDEKICK CHALLENGE ORGANIZER 

CASTOR 

EACH YEAR THERE'S A SIDEKICK CHALLENGE WHERE WE 
HAVE TO PAIR EVERY SINGLE EVER OR NEVER IN SCHOOL 
WITH A SIDEKICK, WHO THEY HAVE TO KEEP ALIVE FORA 
WEEK, THIS IS A LOT OF WORK FOR ME TO DO ALONE. NOT 
ONLY DO I HAVE TO FIGURE OUT WHICH SIDEKICK GOES WITH 
WHICH STUDENT, BUT I HAVE TO FIND ALL THE SIDEKICKS 
AND THEN GO TELL THEIR PARENTS IF THEY DIE BECAUSE 
OUR STUDENTS ARE TOO STUPID TO KEEP 'EM BREATHING 
FOR SEVEN DAYS. WHICH MEANS I NEED A FEW DECENT 
NEVERS TO TAKE OVER THE CHALLENGE SO I CAN HAVE A 
YEAR OFF FOR ONCE. I ONLY TAKE NEVERS TRACKED ON THE 
HENCHMEN TRACK, AND IF I CHOOSE YOU, YOU DON’T HAVE 
TO PARTICIPATE IN THE BLASTED CHALLENGE (YOU'RE WEL- 
COME). ONCE THE CHALLENGE IS OVER, YOU CAN SPEND THE 
REST OF THE YEAR SLEEPING OR FIGHTING OR SWIMMING 
DURING CLASS HOURS, ‘CAUSE I REALLY DON’T CARE. 


EVIL 305. CURSES & DEATH TRAPS: NEMESIS DREAM 
ANALYSIS 

DEAN SOPHIE 

“Know Your Enemy”—thart is the key skill to surviving any fairy tale. By 
reading various primary texts that offer firsthand accounts of Nemesis 
Dreams (including minet, youll get insight into how a villain's unique 
soul conjures the symptoms of his or her future rival. 


— 

EVIL 306. CURSES & DEATH TRAPS: PHANTOM DUELS 
DEAN SOPHIE 

Limited to 8 Girls and 8 Boys—an intensive workshop in battling phan- 
toms that teplicate your furure Good enemies, including princesses, 
princes, hunters, wily children, cuddly animals, and more. 


Bir Be fy fy, Ar fo, Air A 


EVIL 307. HISTORY SEMINAR: HISTORY OF WAR 
PROFESSOR HORT 


(See Good 310.) 


EVIL 308. EVER KINGDOMS: PILLAGING & PILFERING 
PROFESSOR SHEEKS 

A thorough investigation of Ever kingdoms, including easily accessed 
entry points, trade routes vulnerable to sabotage, and current leadership 
structure (complete with illegally obtained gossip). 





EVIL 309. ADVANCED SPELL CASTING: FLYING 
PROFESSOR SHEEKS 

This is our most advanced Evil seminar, which will teach our best Nevers 
how to soar through the air by relying on the power of their own bodies 
and the most sophisticated enchantments. (AND NO, WE DO NOT USE 
BROOMS.) Limited to 5 students only, chosen by a vote of the entire Evil 
faculty. 


EVERS & NEVERS 





GOOD 312/EVIL 3r0. SURVIVING FAIRY TALES 

VARIOUS FOREST GROUP LEADERS 

In the third-year course, students will travel che Woods each afternoon 
without Forest Group Leaders, creating their own curriculum of cha!- 
lenges in order to learn their unique limitations and the importance of 
protecting one another, both Evers and Nevers. 


Year Four 


In the fourth year of school, Evers and Nevers are formally divided into 
teams of Leaders, Helpers, and Mogrifs and assigned a specific yearlong 
quest in the Endless Woods. In the past, these quests have included: 


% Journeying to Drupathi and rescuing the imprisoned 
Princess of Maidenvale (GOOD) 


%* Deep-diving to the remains of the Jolly Roger and 
searching for black-swan gold (EVIL) 


Performing a civil audit of the accounts of Camelot 
after reports of corruption amongst the advisory 
council (G00D) 


Rebuilding and protecting the Gingerbread House, 
given a recent spate of plundering children (EVIL) 
Writing and publishing a comprehensive biography of 
the Sader family (GOOD & EVIL STUDENTS WITH A FOCUS 
ON HISTORY) 


Opening a trade outpost in Merlin’s newly discovered 
kingdoms beyond the Shazabah Desert (GOOD) 


Deposing the new, Good-sympathizing King of the 
Murmuring Mountains (EVIL) 


At the end of the year, teams return to the School for Good and 
Evil to present the tales of their journeys in an elaborate graduation 
ceremony that is open to parents, friends, and past alumni. 












From the Facult 
rom the acuity 
To help prepare you for the School for Good and Evil's rigorous 
curriculum, we have assembled some selections from the course 
work and reading that you may encounter during your first-year 
classes. We hope that this early preview will inspire you to at- 
tack your assignments with the dedication and enthusiasm that 
we expect from al! our students. 
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The School for Good and Evil 


CAREER COUNSELING OFFICE 


Aller your firsi year as a student al the School for Good and 
Evil, you will have the opportunity to apply for an internship 
or a study-abroad program at one of the many unique 
kingdoms scattered throughout the Endless Woods. Here is 

a sampling of just some of the opportunities available to our 
students. Bear in mind that if you are ranked in the lower 
third of your class, you will be required to take remedial 
summer classes with Castor, who gets very grumpy about 


having to work during the off-season. 


Kindly, 
Vivian Shoemaker 
Internship Coordinator 


Studu-AIbroad Programs 


/ 
/ 





EVERS 


OOOO]? 
LEADERSHIP TRAINING IN CAMELOT 
HOST: AGATHA AND TEDROS OF CAMELOT 


Learn what it takes to run a historic kingdom from two of SGE's most 
celebrated alumni. Participants in this program will see firsthand how 
Agatha and Tedros, Camelot's newest rulers, balance the roya! coffers, 
overhaul the health care system, negotiate beneficial relationships with 
allied kingdoms, and figure out how to get the kingdom's septic system 
up and running because they are quickly running out of buckets, To 
apply to this program, Evers must write a research paper about the politi- 
cal history of Camelot. Only 2 students will be selected. 


OOO 

FEMINISM INTENSIVE IN MAIDENVALE 

HOST: BRIAR ROSE OF MAIDENVALE & 

JACK OF WOODS BEYOND 

Before her death, Ella personally selected Briar Rose and Jack to inaugu- 
rate and run the Maidenvale Feminist Research Center. Participants in 
this program will help the new cochairs develop the center's schedule and 
curriculum, manage outreach initiatives, and keep away any empty-headed 
pig princes who do not ascribe to the MERC cause. Toapply, a student must 
submit an essay about his or her most respected feminist icon. 


Ay fa, Dr Bin Ar Bin Ar A 


THE HISTORY OF YOUTH CULTURE IN NEVERLAND 
HOST: PETER PAN 


Yes, Evergirls and -boys, we all get old, even it we don’t think we're going 
to. However, even if our skin is wrinkled and we feel like our bones are 
made of dry twigs, that doesn't mean we can't be young at heart. Spend 
your summer months exploring the Lost Boys hangout, the Mermaids’ 
Lagoon, Tiger Lily's home, and the rest of the memorable sites from Peter 
Pan’s fairy tale. This program is intended to help more serious-minded 
students get a break from the stress of schoolwork and societal expec- 
tations. There's no application process—just show up with a signed 
permission slip from your parents and maybe some gash-healing salve. 


OOOO 

SCOUTING THE ENDLESS WOODS 

HOST: THE GILLIKIN FAIRIES 

At least a third of you will end up tracked as sidekicks, which means that 
you will have to be sharply attuned to all the pathways and deadly traps 
hidden throughour our Woods. Who better to teach you than a pack of 
the most experienced Gillikin fairies—an Evers best friend when nav- 
igating the Woods, You will scout every corner of the forest and learn 
useful skills in survival, map reading, astrology, orienteering, bush- 
whacking, scrounging, and identifying different types of vegetation. 
This program is not for the weak of heart or the weak of stomach (wild 
berries can be rough on the digestive system). Successful completion of a 
30-minute obstacle course is necessary for acceptance. 


NEVERS 


HUNTING FOR SWAMP THINGS IN THE BOGLANDS 
HOST: WANDA THE WITCH, LOCAL ENTREPRENEUR 


What better way to spend your summer than mucking through the 
muddy Boglands? Follow longtime resident Wanda the Witch on her 
daily treks through the swamp to collect materials and creatures for 
her workshop. This program is perfect for students who like dirt, mud, 
slugs, manure, mucus, and humidity and aren't afraid of scorpion bites. 
You will live with Wanda in her authentic Boglands thatch hut and eat 
the local cuisine, which consists primarily of dirt, mud, slugs, manure, 
mucus, and sometimes bugs. This will be an eye-opening cultural experi- 
ence for Nevers facing a sticky, sweaty future. 


QO] 

EVIL ECONOMICS INDEPENDENT STUDY IN 
FOXWOOD 

HOST: CAPTAIN VERNON BULLDOG, CEO, SMEE & SONS 
NEW-AND-IMPROVED BOOTY AUCTION 


“You put a price on things and then you sell them to people who want 
them,” says Woods-renowned businessman Captain Vernon Bulldog, 
who recently took over this famous high-end marketplace for stolen trea- 
sure. Participants in this program wil! become experts in rejecting silly 
“morals” and “values” when it comes to getting rich, based on Bulldog's 
philosophy that “people die but gold doesn’t.” Applicants need to relay 
a story about a time when they prioritized material things over a family 
member. 
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OOO} 

INVESTIGATING THE MOB MENTALITY IN 
HAMELIN 

HOST: JONAH OF HAMELIN, AKA THE PIED PIPER 


What makesa group of children follow a man with a flute who can usually 
only attract a rat’s attention? Why would a well-established institution 
suddenly abandon coeducational education and split into two groups that 
eventually go to war? Led by Jonah of Hamelin, students will engage in 
serious debates and discussions about what influences large groups of 
people, animals, and other living creatures to act in certain ways. In addi- 
tion, you will learn large-scale choreographed dances, popular uprising 
chants, and boot camp exercises to understand the mob mind-set. This 
program is specifically geared towards students who lack individuality, 
follow trends without thinking about it, and cant do anything without 
a friend. 


THE ART OF HARVESTING KILLER WEEDS IN 
MAHADEVA 

HOST: KRISCILLA, THE EVIL QUEEN OF THE NORTHWEST 
Can't tell the difference between a man-eating hill and a vegetarian one? 
Then come to Mahadeva this summer. Get out your most flexible armor 
and your scythe, and prepare to learn everything you need to know 
about killing your enemies with just a simple plant. This program com- 
bines chemistry, sorcery, botany, and methodology for sneaking deadly 
potions into a beverage without the knowledge of your Nemesis. Please 
understand that Queen Kriscilla has many royal duties, and students 
will only he allowed a brief audience with her once a week—her army 
of evil minions will run the bulk of the curriculum. However, accepted 
students will have the opportunity to work and live in the queen's luxu- 
rious haunted castle and wander its deadly grounds, hidden deep in the 
Mahadeva Hills. 


Internships 





EVERS 


IPOD 

ALTAZARRA UNICORN FARM 

Altazarra Unicorn Farm, the most elite provider of unicorn hair in the 
Endless Woods, is looking for 2 student interns. Their responsibilities 
will include brushing the unicorns, braiding the unicorns’ hair, singing 
to the unicorns, bathing the unicorns in honeycream, reading poetry to 
the unicorns, maintaining the unicorns’ selfesteem, making the uni- 
corns’ beds, cleaning the unicorns’ lap-pool, and blending fresh-fruit 
smoothies for the unicorns, amongst other things. To be considered, 
please send a charcoal drawing of yourself with a unicorn as well as an 
essay about why you love these ethereal creatures. 


THE WHITE RABBIT’S CLOCK-MAKING FACTORY 

Did you know that most of the enchanted timepieces in the Woods come 
from one place? Yes, that’s right—the White Rabbit's Clock-Making 
Factory is the source for all your time-telling needs. We would like to 
hire an intern who is interested in tinkering, fidgeting, building, con- 
structing, assembling, and manufacturing alongside our award-winning 
watchmakers and technicians, The intern would also be responsible for 
keeping all the interfactory clocks perfectly synced, calling lunch hours 
and teatimes, and making sure our CEO, the White Rabbit, is never late 
for anything. Applicants must deliver a completed form and a handmade 
time-telling device to our Malabar Hills office by exactly 12:41:08 p.m. 
on September 23. 
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OOOO 

GEPPETTO’S WORKSHOP 

Geppetto's Workshop has been hiring interns from the School for Good 
and Evil for many years, and we are pleased to say that so far, everyone 
has had a great experience! Interns must have an excellent knowledge 
of human, Mogrif, fairy, and troll anatomy, as they will be assisting our 
designers while they sketch and lay out the wooden pieces that make up 
our high-quality, one-of-a-kind wooden figures and body parts. Interns 
must also be well versed in first aid, as slips of the saw are sadly quite 
common. Prospective applicants need to come to the workshop for an 
in-person interview and demonstrate the ability to tell the difference 
between puppets and real people. 


CINDERELLA'S MICE DESIGNS, LTD. 

For those Evergirls and Everboys who have an interest in fashion, Cin- 
derella’s Mice Designs, Ltd., in Maidenvale is looking for an intern. He 
or she will be responsible for helping the founders keep up with their 
correspondence (as it is difficult for mice to hold quills), recruiting mod- 
els from around the Woods, and assisting our coordinators to stage the 
company’s fashion shows every season. Our intern must be chic, stylish, 
suave, and confident—but not toc confident to make morning tea for 
everyone. 


NEVERS 


NETHERWOOD VILLAIN DIGEST 

Interested in bringing down your enemy ... in print? Come intern for 
the Neiherwood Villain Digest. You will get to work under famed editorin- 
chief Karishma Tarantula and learnall the ins and outs of evil journalism. 
As an intern, you will learn how to go undercover and dig out the most 
scandalous and eyebrow-raising stories. However, if you fail at that, you're 
of no use to us and will likely spend most of your internship picking 


cohwehs out from between Lumpy Lou (our night editor's fingers and 
toes. Applicants must prove that they have a brain, a spine, and a very 
tiny heart. 


9000 

NECRO RIDGE 

we need helP digging hayes but we can? Pay you And Dean 
SoPhia Said we could have free labor if we hed Then 
interns So Please come half we ara Yene behind in our 
Schedule and Too many dead bodies testering 


OOOO 

JESTER’S JINX SHOP 

Hey hey hey, all you clowns and tricksters out there! Do you want to learn 
how to prank with the best of them? Then come be our intern at Jester's 
Jinx Shop in Nettle Forest! You will get to work at the front desk, help 
with our mail-order business, and test our new products! Other intern 
activities include knitting scarves with your teeth, making cupcakes out 
of only airand dirt, and figuring out how to stop the rain on gloomy days. 
Only one of those things is true! Ha-ha! Send us a list of your best jokes 
in order to be considered. 


OOOO 

EVIL LINGUISTICS SOCIETY 

Dead languages are one of the great tragedies of our times, and the Evil Lin- 
guistics Society in Roch Briar has dedicated the last 50 years to unearthing 
them. As an intern, you will assist our translators as they retrieve deadly 
curses and chants from ancient tomes (and do your best not to get those 
books dirty or we'll bury you underneath a pile of them). You will gain 
some insight into the ancient history of Evil. Also, we promise to teach you 
curse words in other languages so you can insult your classmates without 
getting in trouble. Applicants, get excited to spend 3 months in a dingy 
basement library with no heat! Please send us a book of matches with your 
application form, as we are running dangerously short and it's so dark 
down here ... almost too dark, even for all us villains. 


MMMM Be Dr A 


THE SCHOOL FOR GOOD AND EVIL 


‘Revamped First Vear | 
Academic Calendar | 


November 11 New Students Arrival 
Da i & Welcoming 
Textbook & Uniform Distribution 
vi First Day of Classes; 
November 13 Ever-Never Challenge begins 


January y 6- Annual Sidekick Challenge 
a | (or the Nevers No Ball) 








First-Year Field Trip to 
Garden of Good and Evil 


tosiadhoait 


Ever-Never Color War 
& Spirit Week 


Deadline for Study-Abroad 


Applications for Year 2 


Summer Session and 
- Mandatory Internships 


Year 2 Classes Begin 








Parents’ 
We at the School for Good and Evil Look forward 
to welcoming your families every year, many of 
whose members are illustrious alumni themselves, 
Because of the previous School Master’s nast 
habit of kidna ping Readers, it would have Peen 
rather awkward to extend the invitation to Reader 


amilies in the past, but this year, we hope that 
some will attend! In the meantime, please enjoy a 
few precious moments from the past... . 


Aladdin of 

Shazabah 

returning to visit 
his grandson, 
Kaveen, during 
his first year at 
the School for 
Good, 


The Sheriff 
of Nottingham 
and his lovel 
wife, Patricia, 

practicing 

archer 
with their 
daughter, Dot. 





Briar Rose and Prince Robert Listen 
to granddaughter Millicent reading 


a story at the school Literary 
festival. 











All Evers and Nevers 4 
every Er! in the Clearing during 
is years € 


lecture series 
review of th 
helpful tips! 








(rar cen, ite emit an unpleasanl sr... youea® make 
agprirz out of gardenia puds, dried rosemary, a 





apple cider. This will not help those Nevers 


pigs feet oF those princes who down 
ewelve raw eggs day trying to get buff. 





even ifit puts you into A lifetime of debt. 


if your pest friend i delingaent in answer tp 
and it seems clear that she doesnt f 
interesting 2 some hooris™ sword-toting 
man-child - -: then perhaps it is 
time to send her 2 velvet pouch lined 
with porcupine quills and drie 
snake urine 








pe LUNCHTIME mt SOPHIE 


ARCHIYAL SERIES: 
Topic: Black Is the New Black 





Friday, November 13 


> LUNCHTIME wt SOPHIE 





-~ INTERNAL SELF- 
3 BETTERMENT SERIES: 


- Topic: Wearing Scars with Confidence 
Friday, November 20 


© Lynette th SOPHIE 
- READER INTEGRATION 
=e SERIES: 


Topic: How to Speak Sensitively 
to Your Horned Classmates 





Friday, November 27 


m LUNGHTME with SOPHIE 


- READER INTEGRATION 
= SERIES: 


“Topic: Reader/Descendant Relationships 
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Lance wasomi 9 
ARCHIVAL SERIES: 


Topic: Malevolent Makeovers 








de Friday, December 11 
Lp E «Ah SOPHIE 





ARCHIVAL SERIES: 
; Topic: Abandon All Ye Chimps! 








Friday, December 18 


© Lucro «Ah SOPHIE 
- INTERMAL SELF- 
5 BETTERMENT SERIES: 


Topic: Learning to Deal with 
tae Pain of Wearing Heels 






Friday, December 25 





LUNGHTIME «@% SOPHIE 


- _ INTERNAL SELF- 


j BETTERMENT SERIES: 


Topic: Using Gems to 
Heal a Broken Heart 











Dear Ever or Never, 


Health and ie at the School for Good and Evil is 

not just about beauty, no matter what anyone may preach 

(at lunchtime or otherwise). Instead, health and wellness 

are about knowing you belong here and that whatever 
happens, you will find your destiny, whether as a Leader, 

a Helper, ora Mogril. All three are crucial in every fairy 
tale-imagine Tedros’ story without Merlin, for instance, 

or Agatha's story without Wish Fish! Neither Merlin nor 
those fish were tracked as Leaders during their time at school, 
but they understood that they served a greater role in the 


Endless Woods beyond themselves: 


In the next pages, we offer you a chance to see how you 
might perform both at school and i in the Endless Wade 


upon gr -aduation, just a few short years from now. 


Happy Testing! 


C firtssa Dovey 


Clari 1554 Dovey 


PS. Dean Sophie insisted on ineluding one of her own 


quizzes. Consider it strictly optional, 


a a a 2 2 2 2 2, 


Self Ouiz for 


Saf Assessment +) 
(FOR EVERS) 





WHAT DOES YOUR FUTURE HOLD? 
By Dean Clarissa Dovey 


1) Whatis the best way to describe the way you felt upon arriving 
at the School for Good and Evil? 

a. Nervous but ready for the challenges ahead 

b. Excited to make so many new friends 

c. Ready to turn around and go right back home 

d. Filled with angerand rage 


2) Which of the following items was the first thing you unpacked 
from your trunk upon arrival? 
a. Acopy ol A Student's History of the Woods by August A. 
Sader 
b. An address book filled with the contact information of all 
your friends from home 
c. A pair of rubber slippers to protect your feet from fungus 
in the dormitory showers 
d. A hatchet and accompanying hatchet-sharpener (which, by 
the way, are not approved!) 


3) When you were a child, what was your favorite fairy tale? 
a. Cinderella—because love and goodness win in the end 
b. Sleeping Beauty—because the fairies were such wonderful 
friends to Briar Rose 
. Little Red Riding Hood—because she had the best snacks 
d. Children Noodle Soup because children are horrible, but 
so tasty in consommé 


O 





4) Which extracurricular activities are you most excited to pursue 
at school? 

a, The SGE Student Council—so you can make a real 
difference in your community 

b. ‘the SGE Slumber Party Club—so you can get to know 
your classmates better! 

c. The (Unapproved and Unofficial) SGE Nap Society— 
because you can’t be bothered to participate in 
extracurricular activities 

d. The SGE Evil Entrepreneur Association—because 
collaboration is vital to Evil world domination. 


5) In which part of the School for Good and Evil do you 
anticipate spending the most time? 

a. The Library (of Virtue or Vice) 

b, The Dormitories 

c. The Supper Hall 

d. The Doom Room 


Tally up your answers! 


If you answered mostly “a” —You're on your way to being a Leader! You 
are coming into school reacy to learn, work hard, and face the obstacles and 
victories that await you over the next four years. 


If you answered mostly “b”—You have the personality to become a devoted 
Helper. You love being around people and soaking up everything your teachers 
and classmates have to offer. 


If you answered mostly “c”—You’re not very motivated, are you? | 
anticipate having to discipline you a fair bit and warn you frequently that you're 
on the verge of failing. If you do manage to make it through all four years, | think 
you're very likely to become a Mogrif. Don't be too dejected, though—Mogrits 
are just as vital to fairy tales as princes and princesses! 


lf you answered mostly “d"—You already have the stirrings of darkness 
inside you, so you are likely going ta end up under the jurisdiction of Dean 
Sophie in the School for Evil. | hope you become a worthy adversary tor my 
students. 
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(FOR EVERS) 


. Is a . 
á Self Oviz for = 





HOW LONG WILL YOU SURVIVE 
IN THE WOODS? 
By Princess Uma 


1) You're lost in the Woods, it’s getting dark, and your last match 
just went out. What do you do? 
a. Sing acharming melody in the hopes that an animal 
friend comes to your rescue 
b. Starta fire with flint and a knife 
c. Curl up in a little ball and weep until the sun rises 
d. Just reading this sentence made my stomach turn inside 
out. I want to go home! 


2) Which of the following animals is best to consult if you're 
uncertain whether a berry is poisonous or not? 

a. Asweet-tempered chickadee 

b. A wise turtle 

c. Alazy sloth 

d. Td rather starve than take a chance. 


3) What is the best place to hide from a hailstorm? 
a. Underneath the wings of a passing falcon 
b. Beneath an umbrella woven out of gronkonia leaves and 
thick butterreeds 
c. Curled up ina little ball and wecping until it passes 
d. What's a hailstorm? Does it hurt? Mommyyyy! 





4) How do you best protect your feet from crog spines on the 
forest floor? 
a, I’m not worried—crogs are usually pretty good at cleaning 
up after themselves. 
b. By coating my shoe soles in a thick layer of beetle shellac 
c. Pray really hard that my entire journey will take place on 
soft moss 
d. Dont go into the forest, obviously! 


5) Which of the following tactics best repels death sparrows? 

a. I’m not sure how to repel them, but extract from the leaves 
of the ylang-ylang tree can calm down even the meanest of 
creatures. 

b. Digging a hole in the ground, filling it with dried 

ragebrush, and lighting it on fire 
. Digging a hole in the ground and hiding in it 
d. Begging for mercy? 


© 





Tally up your answers! 


lí you answered mostly “a”—You are a very gracious and warmhearted 
person! Still, you may be a little foo nice and trusting to survive more than a 
week cr two in the Woods. We'll have to toughen you up! 


If you answered mostly “b”—#ravo! You already have the makings of an 
excellent woodsman or woods-woman and will last in the Woods for as long as 
you need! 


lf you answered mostly “c"—Oh dear. We will have to work on your courage 
now, won't we? Don't worry, we definitely will not be sending you into the 
Woods until you're ready (however long it takes). 


if you answered mostly “d”—Um .. . every teacher loves a challenge? 
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VILLAIN OR HENCHMAN? 
By Castor 


1. If you're in the Woods and you see a wee little Evergirl lost and 
crying, do you: 
a. Get her to shut up and then eat her (after dousing her in 
hairinara sauce). 
b. Ask your fellow travelers to deal with it so it's not your 
problem. 
c. Pretend you don't see her and go eat a sandwich instead. 
d. Wipe the snot off her face and help her find her way home. 


2. During a bloady battle between Good and Evil, do you: 

a. Rip the Good Army to pieces single-handedly and then 
enjoy a hearty lunch. 

b. Fight next to the Evil Leader and pray that you don't die. 

c. Stand at the back of the army and swing your sword 
around in the air. 

d. Play dead three miles away from the battlefield until 
every thing blows over. 


3. When hanging out with your Evil friends, do you: 
a. Draft plans to conquer the world and wipe out Good 
forever. 
b. Listen to your best friend draft plans to conquer the world 
and wipe out Good forever. 
. Refill everyone’s cups and snack bowls. 
d. Friends? Where?! I’m so lonely. 


o 





4. Evil is organizing a rugby team to play against Good's. 
What position do you sign up for? 
a, The captain: the leader of the team who makes the key 
decisions 
b. ‘the forwards, or the strongest players who lead the charge 
towards the goal 
c. The backs, or the last line of defense 
d. I’m allergic to contact sports. 


5. During the annual Sidekick Challenge, how would you tame 
your sidekick? 
a. I won't need to. Everyone in the Woods knows ta obey my 
orders. 
b. Lock it in the Ever’s Groom Room until its spirit breaks. 
c. Petit like a bunny and dress it in a little raincoat. 
d. Summon my mother to come and take care of it because 
the stress makes me constipated. 


A. e: e e e e e e e eee e cc ere ee :: —:rxo 


Tally up your answers! 


If you answered mostly “a”—VILLAIN! EVERS AND NEVERS ALIKE WILL 
SHIVER WHEN THEY HEAR YOUR NAME. 


If you answered mostly “b”—YOU'RE A HENCHMAN WHO WILL SPEND 
YOUR LIFE STUCK TC YOUR LEADER'S BEHIND LIKE A BARNACLE ON A 
PIRATE SHIP. 


if you answered mostly “c”—YOU'LL MAKE A GOOD MOGRIFIED ANIMAL, 
LOCKED IN A CAGE EVERY NIGHT AND FORCED TO EAT SCRAPS OFF THE 
FLOOR. 


If you answered mostly “d”—YOU'RE GONNA END UP A TREE. LOOK AT 
YOUR ANSWERS. YOU SOUND EXACTLY LIKE A TREE! 
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(FOR ANYONE WHO BELIEVES 
IN LIVING A FULFILLED LIFE) 


WHAT IS YOUR BEAUTY PROFILE? 


By Dean Sophie 


1) When you first wake up in the morning, you... 


a. 


b. 
e, 
d. 


Brush your teeth and splash warm water on your face. 

Eat a hearty breakfast. 

Chew on rocks and roll around on the stable floor. 

Use cleanser, serum, toner, moisturizer, face mist, body 
oil, and skin mask, followed by yoga, makeup application, 
hairstyling, and dressing with the assistance of a highly 
trained chambermaid. 


2) Which of the following best describes the way you feel about 
going toa ball? 


a. 
b. 


€. 


d. 


l enjoy a good formal party a few times a year. 

I'll go, I suppose, but Id rather read a book. 

If you try to make me attend a ball, 1 will empty you of all 
your organs. 

Seeing as a ball is not truly a ball without my stunning, 
regal presence, I see my attendance as a gift to humanity. 


3) What is your closet mostly filled with? 


a. 


b. 


€; 


Smart-looking, practical clothing and shoes, with a few 
special outfits for big events 

Black tunics, clumps, and torn stockings 

Crates of manure, slingshots to fling said manure at others, 
unwashed underpants, and several jars of junglefish 
eyeballs preserved in vinegar 





d. Eighteen custom-made gowns by Madame Clotilde van 
Zarachin, winner of the Gold Award from the Council of 
Fashion Designers of Everwood, as well as dozens of glass 
slippers with gemstone embellishments and six tailored 
cashmere and velvet-lined coats 


4) What is the best time of year to harvest slugs? 

a, Ive never harvested slugs because I’m a little squeamish, 
but logic tells me that they're likely to be roaming around 
when it's hor and muggy outside. 

b. I often collect slugs for my experiments, and I know that 
the best time to get them is during the rainy season. 

c. I didn't hear the question because I have a parade of slugs 
coming out of my ears. 

d. You've got to be kidding. Ask the gardener. 


5) What is your favorite scent? 

a. Llove anything light and clean—like fresh orange 
blossoms, 

b. I prefer my natural scent, even if I haven't bathed in 
a few days. 

c. Whatever comes from rolling around in the stables 

d. A dusting of frangipani-aced talcum powder right out of 
the bath and then a dab of lavender, patchouli, and vanilla 
at all my pulse points 





Tally up your answers! 


If you answered mostly *a”—It’s a good thing you met me! You may have 
a basic understanding of hygiene for now, but without my intervention, your 
heauty will start to fade much sooner than you expect. 


If you answered mostly “b”—Agatha? Is that you? Get thee to the Groom 
Room immediaiely. 


It you answered mostly “ec” —1 advise you to smash all the mirrors in your 
dorm room, lock yourself in 2 closet, and swallow the key. 


If you answered mostly “d”—There are only two ways you got this score. 
Either you're lying or you're me. 
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AUDITION SIDES 

NOTE: Please have all lines memorized in advance of your audition. 
You may audition by playing any part you choose (though we prejer boys 
play boys and girls play girls for the sake of simplicity). 


AUDITION SCENE 1: A quaint village called Gavaldon. 
Sophie and Agatha walk through a graveyard together. 


SOPHIE: 


AGATHA: 


SOPHIE: 


AGATHA: 


SOPHIE: 


AGATHA: 


SOPHIE: 


AGATHA: 


SOPHIE: 


AGATHA: 


I've waited my whole life to be kidnapped. 

Oh please, there is no School Master, and there is no 
school. And there definitely is no prince. 

Prince? I don't want a prince. Who needs some 
blond, muscled Adonis who will turn on you the 
moment he has a chance and run away with your 
best friend? 

Don't look at me. I don't want a prince either. 
Oh-ho! You say that now. And what if I was to say 
you'll end up with one? 

I would say that if there was, in fact, a version of me 
that ended up with a prince, she's an impostor. 

A nefarious, malingering, backstabbing impostor? 
Um, sure, If] had anything to do with a prince, you 
could call me anything you want. 

Hmmm, I'll take you up on that. Maybe I'll sing a 
song about it. Oh dear, I believe a pigeon just pooed 
on your face. (wipes away poo) 

Oh Sophie, you are not only beautiful and kind, but 
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also a WONGETIUL Irena. 


AUDITION SCENE 2: The Clearing at the School 
for Good and Evil. Tedros and Sophie talk. 


TEDROS: Look, I really want to marry you, Sophie, but I feel like 
you can do better than me. You're so smart and pretty, 
and I'm so dull and a cliché. 

SOPHIE: You're right, Tedros. It’s just hard to find someone as 
beautiful as me, so I had to at least give you a chance. 

TEDROS: And I appreciate you giving me a chance, even though 
Lama fool. My life is better for knowing you. But the 
truth is, I think the School Master has a crush on you. 

SOPHIE: Isn't the School Master... old? 

TEDROS: No, he’s secretly young and perfect and looks like Jack 
Frost. 

SOPHIE (gazing at the School Master in his window): 

I always wanted to kiss Jack Frost. 
TEDROS: Just don't forget Tedros when you two are married. 
SOPHIE (still staring at the School Master): Tedros who? 


(Tedros frowns. Agatha arrives with Hort.) 


AGATHA: Sophie, Hort wants me to set you two up. He found out 
we're friends, and now he won't stop bothering me. 

SOPHIE (sighs): Why are there so many boys in love with me? 

HORT: Can T touch your hair? Or have some of it? 

SOPHIE; Come back when you add fifty pounds of muscle and a 
tan, 

HORT: You promise you'll let me touch you then? 

SOPHIE; Um. No promises. But at the very least, you'll be easier 
to look at. 


(Hort bounds away. Kiko comes up.) 


KIKO: Agatha, I wanted to— 
SOPHIE (waves her away): No autographs, please! 





AUDITION SONG 
DIRECTOR'S NOTE: This song is one of the many Dean Sophie 
original compositions from Curses! Tue Musica. It represents a crucial 
development in the arc of the Sophie character, testifying to the power of 
her emotional! journey. All individuals auditioning must be able to sing 


it IMPECCABLY. 


“SOME GIRLS” 
(sung by SOPHIE) 


Some girls have pimples 
Some gitls have warts 

Some girls have mermaid tails 
Some can wear shorts. 


Most girls have problems 
To which we can all relate 
But I've got an issue that 
Really takes the cake. ... 


I've got too many boys running after me 
I can't go anywhere 

I just cannot be free 

They're at my window when I wake up 








They're slipping down my chimney at night 
They're hiding under my bed and 

They're getting into fights ... over me! 

And all 1 want is to be free. ... 


Some girls have bad teeth and 
Some girls eat hair 

Some girls are selfish and 
Some girls can share. 


All girls have problems 

So many problems, it’s true 

But I promise that I’m 

Much worse off than you... because... 


I've got too many boys running after me 
They won't leave me alone 

I just cannot be free 

They keep buying me gifts 

And inviting me on dates 

They have gotten past my guard dogs 
And jumped over my gates... 


But I've had enough 
It's over, I say! 
So all of you boys—just go away! 
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INTRODUCTION 


| i "he previous School Master created 
the Blue Forest to keep the students 


at the School for Good and Evil safe 
from the lethal creatures that dwell in 
the Woods. However, during the end of 
his reign, chaos and impending war led 
some of these safeguards to crumble. 
While the nymphs, fairies, gargoyles, 
and wolves have done their best to 
repel deadly beasts from the castle, you 
might find one or two lingering about. 
Therefore, we have included a helpful 
diagram and some history to help 
students defend themselves in case of 


a surprise attack. 
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(Hoverus protectus) 


+ Trained as security guards for the School for Good. 
Ironically, many nymphs have served as models for 
figureheads on pirate ships. 

» Neon hair in various colors depending on strength 
and ranking within their colonies 

* Extremely organized 

» Power to levitate without wings 

è Generally reach seven feet in height by the age of five 





Fairies 


(Glitierus obedius) 


Responsible for patrol and discipline at the 
School for Good 

Unmatched strength (can lift the weight of 
an adult man) 

* Predisposed to sugar addiction 

» Bite when provoked 

» Spit sticky, glittery gold nets to ensnare prey 
(e.g, wayward students) 




















Crogs 


(willkillus trespassus) 


© The largest and most aggressive members of the 
Swimmawolfac family 
% Normally found in squishy, unclean places near a shore 


where humans frequently roam (hence their frequent 
appearance around the Evil castle) 
Thin, rectangular snouts 
: Sharp teeth that turn black in adulthood due to poor 
dental hygiene 
: Extremely violent towards female humans 
: Repelled by the scent of violets and/or freshly churned butter 
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tumphs 


(Wingus skeletus) 


& 


2 


% 


Large, winged creatures that tend to remain in one place 
for many generations 

Sleep within giant, black eggs surrounded by a yolky 
blanket 

Emit loud, ear-piercing shrieks when aroused from sleep 
after less than eight hours 


- Despite hollow eye sockets, they maintain excellent 


nighttime vision. 


: Protruding brow bones that are extremely sensitive 


to tickling 


3 Sharp, knifelike claws 


Spiricks 


(Pricklus grumpus) 


©: 


Tend to hide in wet, woody environments like piles of 
mulch or unattended saunas 


© Acid-green eyes that light their way through dark 


swaths of forest 


9 Nest in groups of twenty to thirty, called "spirick circles” 
. Surround their enemies and emanate a harmony of 


squeals before attacking 

Visibly take great joy in the suftering of others 
Sharpen their prickly exteriors by rubbing against 
trees—Moorifs, beware. 
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AL Student's Guie 


to the (Cjoods 





Hello, young whippersnapper! Welcome 
to the Flowerground, the Woods’ oldest 
public transportation system, which 
will ensure your safe passage between 
the School for Good and Evil and the 
many kingdoms that make up our 
world. 

By way of introduction, I am 
Dante, the Conductor of the 
Flowerground. Here is a handy 
self-portrait so you'll recognize me 
when I demand to see your ticket: 

Now, given the recent 
disciplinary incidents we've had on the Flowerground 
involving students of your school, I urge you to pay attention to 
this handy guide that will keep you healthy, happy, and clothed 
on your next journey. Remember: riding the flower-trains is a 
privilege and not a right. 





HISTORY OF THE FLOWERGROUND 
With the unfortunate passing of the last three history professors 
at the School for Good and Evil, I've asked your new history pro- 
fessor to explain how the Everwood Botanical Transit Authority 
came to be. He seemed reluctant, but I assured him it was tradi- 
tion for the head of his department to regale students with the 
Flowerground’s complex and colorful history in order to illumi- 
nate all the politics, negotiation, and diplomacy that went into the 
creation of the Woods’ greatest public works. 





ONCE LPON A TWE, PEOPLE USED TO WALK 
IN THE ENDLESS WOODS... . 






PLEASE, JUST A FEW 
MORE MILES. 













NOT Va 
FOR ALL THE APPLES oe as 
IN THE WORLD > 





THE END 
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THE 
S!FLOWERCROUND 


EVERWOOD BOTANICAL TRANSIT AUTHORITY 


RULES OF RIDING 


Admission & Fare 


1. The Flowerground is open only to Evers. Nevers who try to 
sneak in will be detected by our enchanted vines, thrown into 
burlap sacks, and beaten with carrot sticks betore being ejected at 
the next stop. Nevers of the School for Good and Evil are allowed 
to ride at will, provided they are accompanied by a faculty mem- 
ber and are strapped into vine straitjackets that restrict nefarious 
movement. (Evers can ride unrestrained, as long as they have a 
Flowerground ticket.) 


2. However, Non-student Nevers are allowed to ride at will, pro- 
vided they register at the Flowerground Registry Office, open 
on alternate Mondays from 3:00-3:30 p.m. If their registration 
is approved, they will be assigned a special EBTA (Everwood 
Botanical Transit Authority) Pre-Check Badge, which will let 
them ride the trains. (It will also facilitate full tracking of their 
movement and behavior, ensuring casy thwarting of any Evil 
schemes.) 


3. Flowerground tickets can only be purchased by visiting a 

local ticket office and presenting a suitable form of identification 
(such as birth certificate or illustrated storybook) containing your 
likeness. Local ticket offices serve all Everwood museums and 





historical institutions, including: the Jolly Roger, Rapunzel’s Tower, 
the Little Mermaid's Favorite Reef, and Bluebeard’s Castle. 


4. Single rides can be purchased for a small bag of vegetable, 
fruit, or flower seeds that can be used to replant the Flower- 
ground. Monthly unlimited passes are available in exchange for 
three-ounce vials of liquefied gold. 


5. The system is open twenty-four hours a day, but after 7:00 
p-m, expect long delay times upon calling for a train. 


Etiquette & Discipline 
The code of behavior is simple: 


NO SPITTING 
NO SNEEZING 
NO SINGING 
NO SNIEFLING 
NO SWINGING 
NO SWEARING 
NO SLAPPING 
NO SLEEPING 
NO URINATING 


Violators will have all their clothes removed. 
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INTERWOODS SOCIETY FOR TOURISM 


Dear Student, 


We at the InterWoods Society for Tourism are thrilled to hear that 
you have been accepted to the new first-year class at the School for 
Good and Evil. 

For many years, we've had a strong relationship with your 
Deans in our effort to expose young minds to the incredible Ever 
and Never kingdoms that lie beyond your gates. Most of you, 
whether due to family duties or financial limitations, haven't had 
the opportunity to travel widely quite yet. But we encourage you 
to make trips (solo or with friends!) on your next holiday vacation, 
during vour summer recess, and certainly during your fourth 
year. These trips can be not only pleasurable and educational, but 
also broaden your horizons as to where you might want to live 
after graduation. 

To help you choose your next destination, we enclose a 
sample of postcards that will give you a sense of the many flavors 
of life that fill our wonderful Woods. 


With all our best, 


Shad ere 


Liaison, InterWoods Society for Tourism 
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Dear Students, 
In each new on of the Ever Never Handbook, we 


pay an extended tribute to our most recent graduating class: 
those apprentices of Good and Evil who have turmave three 
grueling years of school and are now pursuing their assigned 


quests in the fourth year. 


Each ol these quests is fraught with danger. But regardless ol 
© 

whether these former students succeed or fail in their quests, 

or whether these students have become Leaders, Followers, 

or Mogrils, all of them have something to teach you about 

courage, persistence, and dedication to a cause bigger than 


onesel f. 


I am proud af every student who graduates fram the School 
for Good and Evilbut T have a special place in my heart 
for this particular group of Evers and Nevers, the first to 
witness and survive a fairy tale that took place within these 
very walls. Imagine them not only having to attend classes, 
but also to contend with their own roles within a larger story, 


replete with war, suffering, and death. * 


Se 


In the end, they came out stronger for it, and so too will you, 
alter hearing from them in the pages to come. For now you 
will know just how much we expect from each of you. 


and what big shoes you have to fill. 
Sincerely, 


re (7 
( ITSS Dovey 
Clarissa Dovey 
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Selected Portraits from the 
Graduating Class 


TRACK: Leader 

QUEST: Restoring order, 
infrastructure, and financial 
stability to Camelot as its King 


“Making difficult decisions 

in the face of adversity is what 
differentiates a boy from a man.” 
— Merlin of Ginnymill 
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TRACK: Leader 
QUEST: Reestablishing the role 
. of the Queen of Camelot with an 
emphasis on social equality and 
civil rights 
“You can enjoy jumping in puddles 
and still be o princess.” 

— Guinevere of Camelot 
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TRACK: Leader 
QUEST: Defending Jaunt Jolie from 
rogue pirate fleets 


“True beauty is in the eye 
of everyone with eyes.” 
— My mother 


TRACK; Sidekick 
_ QUEST: Organizing an army 
behind Beatrix to dispatch rogue _ 
pirate fleets in Jaunt Jolie 
“You will never feel trapped as long as 
you have an imagination.” — 
— Rapunzel of Roch Briar 





TRACK: Sidekick 

QUEST: Overseeing the knights 
of Camelot on King Tedros behalf 
and developing the kingdom’s new 
military strategy 


“Beware of green plants... 
unless they ve been ground up 
in your morning smoothie.” 
—Jack of Woods Beyond 
















TRACK: Mogrif (Raccoon) 
QUEST: Delving into the 
treacherous laya-filled caves 
beneath the kingdom of Ravenbow 
to search for the Fountain of Youth 


“Even if your body 

insists on growing up, 

you can still act like a child” 

— Peter of Neverland nn Peter. Pan) 7 


E TRACK: Mogrif (Deer) 
a JEST: Official lookout for 
l Beatrix and Reena in the war 
ee rogue pirates A 
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TRACK: Leader u 
QUEST: Serving as Dean and 
steering the School for Evil in 

a new direction, which it so 
desperately needed 


“Um happy.onniy own.” 
— ME 


Fre 





“True Evil means accepting Good as 
your equal.” 
—Lady Leonora Lesso 
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TRACK: Leader 

QUEST: Plundering the iron 
village of Akgul, where 
the last of the famous Akgul 
rubies are stored 


“Urgh, garrrumph, whump? 


—Gory the Great, Ogre Wrestling 
Champion of the Woods 
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TRACK: Henchman 

QUEST: Supporting Dean 

A r Sophie’s admirable mission to 
o revitalize the School for Evil 


A “If at first you don't succeed in get- 


ting a lady to fall in love with you, 
you might as well just kill her” 

—Drogan of Murmuring 
Mountains (aka Bluebeard) _ 


“Every person becomes 


agreeable once you've removed his 
or her skeleton.” 
—the White Witch 











Track Mogrif (Jellyfish) 
QUEST: Kidnapping Missou, 

the fabled seer of Rainbow 
Gale, and forcing him to reveal 
prophecies about Evil's defeats 
so they can be prevented 


“Always look up.” 
— Griselda of Ravenbow 
(aka the Wicked Witch of the East) . 








TRACK: Mogrif (Newt) 
QUEST: Acting as a spy for 
Ravan in his quest to plunder 
the iron village of Akgul, 
where the last of the famous 
Akgul rubies are stored 

“True villains don't quote other 
people” —Rabid Bear Rex 








vavavaveve 






Mes" 
empty Net 


HANDSOMEST 
Tedros the 


Best Ogre Bait 


Beatrix 


MEP of 
Cir 
pun Tedros Meri 
ms, vier > 
ho der ue T Tedros he eating 


Agath a 


Beggin cy Lodo, 


Sophie 


VAVAVAV AVY ¿ 


ein 


MOST LIRELY T0 ome 
WOODLAND CREATURES 


Le sx er 
yor 
Hort and don’ t yey 


for 
MOSTVILLAINOUSA de 


Hester 


MOST SINISTER APPEARANCE 
e Vote) Anadil 


Dot . 


y xoKiko 
ek a weil 








LN IIS IT LSO LON na II MA ITA 





An Goer Dever Roundtable 
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As soon as third year is over, 4 Evers and 4 Nevers are 
selected by the Deans to participate in a roundtable 
discussion, reflecling back on their lime al school and 
searching for possible lessons that might help future 
students. For this roundtable, Dean Sophie nominated 
Hester, Anadil, Dot, and herself io participate from Evil, 
while Dean Dovey selected Chaddick, Kiko, Beatrix, and 
Reena to represent Good. A week before they embarked 
on their fourth-year quests, the chosen 8 gathered in 

the Clearing for tea, croissants, and lively conversation, 
transcribed in full by Albemarle. 





SOPHIE: Welcome, welcome, my dear students! It is 
my honor to preside over this convocation 
of familiar faces and old friends— 

HESTER: Okay, hold on. You may have been our 
Dean for our last year of school, but we 
were never your students. Nor are you 
presiding, because this is meant to be an 
honest discussion of our time at school, 
and to be “honest,” none of us thinks of 
you as a Dean—we see you as one of us, a 
Nevergirl with a few cute party tricks and 
an ability to scheme and flirt your way 
to the top of Evil when, truth be told, you 
had no business being there. In fact, the 
only reason you’re Dean at all is because 
Lady Lesso left you her dress, which, for 





ANADIL: 
SOPHIE: 
DOT: 


HORT: 


some reason, convinced senile old Dovey 
that Lesso intended you to be Dean, when 
I’m pretty sure Lesso just left you that 
dress because you’re the only girl on earth 
who would wear purple by choice. And given 
what you put us through as Dean during our 
third year, I think the rules for today are 
pretty simple: you speak only when we ask 
you a question, and if you don't obey, we 
break every single one of your limbs. 

Oooh, I hope she speaks. 

Rude. 

I actually think Sophie makes an excellent 
Dean. 

(bursts in) So do I. 


(Everyone stares.) 


HORT: 


SOPHIE: 


BEATRIX: 


SOPHIE: 


(looks at Sophie) I thought you'd want me 
here, 

Well, now I do. What were you aná Dot 
saying about me being an excellent Dean? 
Anyone who thinks you’re an excellent 
Dean has the brainpower of a potato. But 
this has been my problem with Sophie since 
day 1—everything’s always about her. I 
thought this was going to be a serious and 
sober reflection on our time at school, 
where each of us could say something 
useful to the new class, and instead 
we're talking about the Witch of Woods 
Beyond...again. 

Queen of Woods Beyond, actually. I retain 
my title even though Rafal’s dead. 


hy © Bi Ai Mi 


Ba 





Ww ww y 


4 


HESTER: 
SOPHIE: 


DOT: 


ANADIL; 


DOT: 
CHADDICK: 


BEATRIX: 


SOPHIE: 


KIXO; 


REENA: 


HESTER: 
DOT: 


Excuse me. What did I say? 

I will not be silent in the face of 
inaccuracy! 

(mouth full of croissant) She makes a fair 
point. 

{gazing at Dot) Dot, my dear, I wonder if 
your father ever considered trading you for 
a flank steak. 

Um... how'd you know? 

Why don’t we start by just talking about 
what happened after the War between Old and 
New? We should tell people what school was 
like during the rest of our third year. 

It was a lot like this... bickering 
uselessly amongst ourselves while Sophie 
redoes her lip gloss. 

I have to redo it every few hours, or my 
mouth will look dry and cracked like yours. 
The first month was rough: Nicholas’ 
funeral, then taking shifts to help Merlin 
bury old heroes in the Garden of Good and 
Evil— 

Plus we had to get used to being in separate 
schools again. We’d all helped to defend each 
other from the School Master, so there was 

a serious worry that we wouldn't be able to 
divide into Evers and Nevers again. 

Serious worry on both sides, 

But that’s where I think Dean Sophie did 
such a great job. She has this new vision for 
Evil that lets each of us be who we really 
are, During Lady Lesso’s time as Dean, Evil 
relied on rejecting everything Good was 
about. But now Evil is about finding and 





SOPHIE: 
HORT: 


HESTER: 


DOT: 


ANADIL: 


CHADDICK: 
HORT: 


BEATRIX: 


DOT: 


REENA: 


SOPHIE: 


expressing yourself, even if you’re fat— 

At least someone gets it. (pause) Sort of. 
Plus, we have better food, nicer-fitting 
clothes, and an Evil Groom Room with a full 
set of weights. 

This is why I hate boys. They’re so easily 
bribed with low forms of entertainment. 
Hester, you have to admit, some of the 
changes to the School for Evil have been for 
the better: the Points Challenge between 
Good and Evil, the chance to have a No 
Ball— 

But that’s just making us more like Good, 
isn’t it? Everything Sophie’s done to this 
school is just trying to turn this place into 
an Evil version of Good. 

I never thought of it that way. Deep. 

If that’s deep, I don’t want to know what’s 
shallow. In any case, Sophie’s changes did 
prove that the system had been rigged all 
along, because Evil whomped Good so bad in 
the Ever-Never Challenge our third year— 
That’s because we didn’t have Agatha or 
Tedros on our team anymore! We lost our two 
top players— 

Well, we didn’t have Sophie on our team 
anymore— 

Because she was too busy rigging the 
competition as your Dean! 

If you are accusing me of playing to 

Evil’s strengths of courage and verve and 
exploiting Good’s weaknesses, which are a 
direct result of them having a Dean who is 
addled and past her prime... well, then I 
am guilty in the first degree. 
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HESTER: 


CHADDICK: 


SOPHIE: 


CHADDICK: 


SOPHIE: 


EORT: 
BEATRIX: 
DOT: 
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SOPHIE: 
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Speaking of Agatha, did anyone actually 
ask her to be here? 

King Tedros and I exchanged a few letters. 
At first, he and Agatha sounded open to 
traveling from Camelot and joining in, but 
then Tedros said something came up. I also 
got the impression that he wasn’t thrilled 
with the guest list for the roundtable... 
well, one person in particular. 


(Everyone looks at Sophie.) 


He's a bit of a weenie, isn’t he? Never 
thought a boy could be so easily 
intimidated. 

You're calling the King of Camelot a “boy”? 
I would like to remind you, your best 
friend is his queen— 

Not yet she isn’t. They aren’t married, 
which means she’s not really anything, 
not even an official princess. And I don’t 
see Tedros proposing to her in the near 
future. That boy isn’t mature enough to 
take a bath by himself, let alone marry 
someone. 

(horrified) You took a bath with him? 
WE’RE TALKING ABOUT SOPHIE AGAIN. 

Ihave a question. While the rest of us went 
back to class, Tedros and Agatha had to 
leave for their quest early, since Tedros’ 
coronation was coming up. Didn’t everyone 
think school felt different with Tedros and 
Agatha gone? 

That’s a terrible question. Ask something 
else. 


KIKO: 


REENA; 


CHADDICK: 


KIKO; 


Um, I guess we could talk about Tracking. I 
mean, when the School Master was in charge, 
he’d started to turn me into a goose. I’m 
sure the new students will want to know how 
Tracking works now. 

Once we all started attending classes 
again, it was clear that we’d still have to 
be tracked, so we could he divided up for 
our quests before fourth year. That’s the 
way quests work: we’re broken into teams 
made up of one Leader, a few Sidekicks, and a 
Mogrif or two. Each team is responsible for 
accomplishing a long-term assignment in 
the Endless Woods. 

And here’s where Dovey came up with a smart 
solution, given our education at the school 
had been so haphazard—she postponed 
actual Mogr: fication until after the end 
of third-year classes, meaning those who 
were at risk of becoming animals and plants 
could actually get used to their new forms 
during their advanced courses. Soif you 
were in the bottom third of the class and at 
risk of becoming a squirrel, you got to try 
out being that squirrel in Advanced 
Mogrification.... For some students, it 
made Mogrification less scary and even a 
little exeiting. For others, it motivated 
then to raise their ranks over the course 
of third year and get out of that bottom 
group. 

Chaddick is so right, Once I was forced to 
live as a goose during my Mogrification 
seminar, I realized that it was all wrong 
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HESTER: 
ANADIL: 


BEATRIX: 


REENA: 


HESTER: 


for me. I was destined to marry Tristan—if 
he hadn’t died brutally at the hands of that 
ape Aric, of course—and Tristan would have 
been a Leader, for sure... so how could I 
have married him if I was a goose? Leaders 
don’t marry birds! That motivated me to 
work extra hard and get my ranking points 
up, just enough to slip past the cutoff and 
end up as a sidekick. (Tearing up) Tristan 
would have been so proud of me. 

Amazing the stories we tell ourselves. 

I think once we actually saw the stakes of 
Tracking, everyone worked harder. Well, 
except Brone, who appreciated being turned 
into a Stinkwood Tree, since it meant he 
didn’t have to move anymore, Hey, Bea, how?s 
Millicent doing, by the way? 

(sighs) She really did try to get her ranking 
up, poor thing—Reena and I helped her with 
her homework and studying for tests. ... 
But she’s a bit obtuse, as you know. I think 
she and Brone were the two lowest-ranked 
studentsin school. 

They turned Millie into a deer. She was 
assigned to Beatrix’s and my team—Bea is 
Leader, of course, and I am her sidekick. 

But when she heard we’d be fighting 
bloodthirsty pirates, Millie fled the school 
and went to Camelot, of all places. She’d 
found out that deer and stags are protected 
animals there, by Guinevere’s order. 
Hmm... Ani, do you think we can get Agatha 
to revoke that protection? 


ANADIL: I was thinking the same thing.... 





SOPHIE: 


(Silence) 


DOT: 


SOPHIE: 


DOT: 
SOPHIE: 
HORT: 
SOPHIE; 
ANADIL: 
SOPHIE: 


HORT; 
HESTER: 


(explodes) You can’t get Agatha to revoke 
anything, because Agatha isn’t a queen! 
Agatha has no power! The only person who’s 
officially a queen here is me! 


Do you think they’11 get married on the 
beach? Aggie and Teddy? Getting married on 
the beach is fashionable these days. Though 
I’ve tried turning sand into chocolate 
before and it still tastes briny— 

Dot, do you know if you hold your breath 
underwater for 15 minutes and pass out, 
you'll be woken up by a genie who grants you 
unlimited wishes? 

Wouldn’t you just drown and die? 

You'11 have to try it and find out. 

Should we talk about the Nevers’ No 

Ball? It was pretty awesome. Cur first real 
Evil dance— 

That’s not true. We had one our first 
year— 

That you ruined by barging in, warty and 
bald, and smashing things with an axe. 
Well, I made up for it this time, didn’t I? 
Spared no expense. Live band, bonfire pit, 
body-painting stations... 

It was awesome. Come on, Hester. Admit it. 

It was pretty intense. I’11 give you that. 
Felt like we unleashed in this festival of 
smoke and fire and all turned into beasty 
little demons. Did I tell you, Ani, that at 
one point I realized my demon wasn’t even 
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ANADIL: 
HESTER: 
ANADIL: 

HORT: 


DOT: 


SOPHIE: 


HORT: 


SOPHIE; 


DOT: 


SOPHIE: 
BEATRIX: 
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on my neck anymore? My tattoo jumped off 
me so it could join the party. 

Yeah, he bit me during a dance, because he 
thought me and Ravan were getting too 
close. 

Good boy. (pats her twitching demon) 

What was with all the boys taking off their 
shirts though? 

Ummm, it was hot. And it’s kind of what 
boys do at a dance. 

You and Sophie were cute together, by 

the way. You kept snickering to each other 
as the night went on and then I saw you 
dancing to some fast-paced song before 
Sophie put her arms around you, and this 
was after you took your shirt off— 
(throwing Dot a death glare) Excuse me? I 
did not dance with a shirtless Hort at the No 
Ball, let alone have my arms around hin. I 
was too busy supervising as Dean! 

Um, I’m pretty sure Dot’s telling the truth. 
Not just because I remember every time you 
do anything to me, but also because you 
whispered in my ear that we should— 

Let’s talk about Agatha. I feel like we’re 
leaving her out. 

But I tried to ask about Agatha before 
and— 

Are you really still here? 

Much as I found her extremely overhyped, 
I do think that Good is missing something 
without Agatha. She was the one who made 
us cuestion what our classes truly meant. 
During thirá year, Dovey and the faculty 





CHADDICK: 


SOPHIE: 
DOT: 
SOPHIE: 
DOT: 


ANADIL: 


HESTER: 


ANADIL: 


SOPHIE: 


invoked her all the time as an example of 
what a hero should be, but I’m not sure if 
that inspired us or discouraged us. Either 
way, without Agatha, it felt like all our 
levels dropped a bit—mayhe that’s why Good 
lost the Points Challenge so easily. 

Come on, it’s not all bad. I mean, Tedros is 
freakin’ King of Camelot now. Think of that. 
One of our own a King—and a Reader, his 
queen! 

PASS ME A CROISSANT. 

But they have sugar, butter, wheat, and— 

I DON’T CARE. 

(whispers to Anadil) Agatha and Tedros 
better not get married. If she’s eating 
croissants now, what would happen at the 
actual wedding? 

411 I know is I better be invited. 

I’m sure the new kids will have questions 
about quests, as well. Not like we have a 
lot to tell them, since we just finished our 
third year and haven't even started our 
quests— 

Wouldn’t it have made sense to do this 
roundtable after the fourth year? Like, 
just before the new class is about to 
arrive? Doesn’t it make sense to talk about 
our quests after we’ve actually started 
them? 

No, because some of you might die on 

your quests and then we’d have to find 
replacements, and Dovey and I have enough 
on our plates at the moment. Better to get 
this done before you leave. Plas, it takes 
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BEATRIX: 


REENA; 


CHADDICK: 


BEATRIX: 


KIKO; 


BEATRIX: 


ANADIL: 
SOPHIE: 
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time to print the handbooks. You know, full 
color and all. 

Oh God. Let’s just take turns and talk 
about what we got assigned for our fourth- 
year quests. 

My homeland of Jaunt Jolie has been 
terrorized by pirates of late. We’re a 
coastal kingdom, and every ship that tries 
to come in to deliver food or supplies gets 
attacked by filthy thugs. And it’s not just 
one fleet of pirates—it’s at least five or 
six. So I’m leading the team to fight them. 
I’m one of Beatrix’s sidekicks, along with 
Bastian, Flavia, and Oliver. Millicent 
was supposed to be our Mogrif, so now we’re 
asking around to other teams to see if 
they’ve got one we can borrow since we*11 
need a lookout after we get to Jaunt Jolie. 
Bastian and Oliver are good enough 
fighters, I suppose, but how do you plan to 
beat five pirate ships all by yourselves? 

I don’t. I plan to set them against each 
other and lead my team in to clean up the 
wreckage. 

Umm, how do you set five bands of pirates 
against each other? 

By making the leader of each band fallin 
love with me, 

She’s like a poor man’s Sophie. 

So poor that it’s hard to see the 
correlation. 

What’s your quest, Anadil? Following your 
rats to Hamelin? 

Hester, Dot, and I have a top secret 





SOPHIE: 


HESTER: 


SOPHIR: 


ANADIL: 


HESTER: 


SOPHIE: 
DOT; 


quest we can’t talk about, assigned by 
Dovey herself. 

Really? I thought you were refurbishing 
Hester’s gingerbread house into a new 
museum— 

That’s the quest you gave us. Dovey gave us 
a better one. 

Dovey can’t assign Neversa quest! I 
demand to know what this unsanctioned 
mission is— 

And I demand your head on a platter. 

We all can’t get what we want. 

Besides, Dovey said explicitly not 
to tell you. 

She said if Sophie knew we were in 
charge of finding a new School Master, 
you’d— 

WHAT? 

Oh no. 


(Chaddick lunges to stop Hester from throttling Dot.) 


EESTER: 
DOT: 
SOPHIE; 


HESTER: 


You miserable, chocolate-sniffing worm! 
I’m not good with secrets! You know that! 

I don’t understand! How can there be a new 
School Master? Dovey and I are doing just 
fine as Deans without any supervision— 
(sighs) Here’s the situation. Professor 
Dovey thinks we need a new School Master 
who can protect the Storian. You may have 
started moving into the School Master’s 
tower and turning it into your private 
headquarters, but that doesn’t mean it’s 
any more secure. The chance of the Storian 
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SOPHIE: 


ANADIL: 
SOPHIE: 


KIKO: 
SOPHIE: 


HESTER: 
HORT: 


KIKO: 
HORT: 
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SOPHIE: 
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being stolen or corrupted is higher than 
ever. Besides, Dovey knows she’s old and 
might die eventually, and no way is she 
leaving the selection of the next Dean of 
Good to yon. So she had Yuta create a short 
list of candidates, and now Ani, Dot, and 

I are responsible for traveling to each 
candidate’s kingdom and investigating 
them thoroughly in order to see whether 
they could make a suitable School Master. 
But if we have a new School Master, 

does that mean I’d have to move out of my 
tower? 

That’s what you’re worried about? 

I don’t want to work for anyone else! 

I like being my own boss! Suppose it’s some 
ogreish, fusty woman, like...Idon’t 
know... most women! 

It could also be a boy who’s super-cute 
and handsome. 

(pauses) I nadn’t thought of that. Carry on 
questing, then. 

Hort, what’s your quest? 

Tm... I’ve been asked to teach history ata 
local school. 

What school? 

This one. 


(Everyone stares at him. They all laugh. Hort looks at 
Sophie, waiting for her to speak up... .) 


Oh, what a lovely sunset. Look at how the 
purple comes off the clouds like a tidal 
wave— 





BEATRIX: Wait, Chaddick, what about you? 

CHADDICK: Tedros invited me to be his knight. 

REENA: You serious? Chaddick, that’s 
amazing— 

CHADDICK: T’11 be at his side as he brings in a 
whole new team to his Round Table. I have 
to pass the test first, of course. 

FORT: What kind of test? 

CHADDICK: Merlin will personally administer it ina 
few weeks, and apparently it’s something you 
can’t study for. 

BEATRIX; Whatever it is, I’m sure you'11 pass it, 
ESTER: Even the Nevers won’t disagree with that. 

CHADDICK: (bright red) Thanks, guys. 

DOT: That seems a nice note to end on, doesn’t 
it? 


(Everyone starts standing up and dispersing as the sun 
sets.) 


SOPHIE: Isn’t anyone going to ask about my quest? 
(Kids leave.) 
SOPHIE: Isn’t anyone curious about my hopes and 
dreams? 
HORT: Iam. 
(Sophie turns and sees he’s the only one still there.) 
SOPHIE: (softly) You don’t think Lady Lesso left me 
this dress just because I look good in purple, 


do you? 
HORT: I think she made you Dean because you’re 
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brilliant, charismatic, hilarious, and the 
only person who she could ever imagine 
entrusting with the future of our school. 
SOPHIE: (blinking) That... means a lot, Hort. 
(Sophie gets up, starts to leave.) 
HORT: Can l ask you a question, too? 


(Sophie stops.) 


You do remember dancing with me at the No 
Ball, don’t you? 


(Sophie turns, smiling.) 


SOPHIE: I even remember what I whispered in your 
ear. 


(Sophie leaves, but Hort stays there smiling and smiling 
until he fades into the dark.) 














for Descendants 





NAME 


ADDRESS: 


EDUCATIONAL HIGHLIGHTS: 


MENTORS (PLEASE SPECIFY IF MAGIEND: 


LEGACY RELATIVEO): 


FAVORITE BOOR: 
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SPECIAL TALENTS OR ABILITIES: 


IF YOUR HOUSE WERE BURNING DOWN, WHAT OR WHO WOULD YOU SAVE? 


IF YOU WERE THROWING A PARTY, WHO WOULD YOU INVITE? 


IFT WERE AN ANIMAL. ID LIKE TO BEN: 


REASONS FOR WANTING TO ATTEND THE SCHOOL FOR GOOD AND EVIL: 





ADDRESS: 

EDUCATIONAL HIGHLIGHTS: 

MOSTADMIRED PERSON: 
BOOK: 


NAME 
FAVORITE 











Form 
for Descendants 





NAME. 
Lilia of Maidennalo 


ADDRESS: 

Delia 

108 Juniper Unenue 
Maiderarade 


FDUCATIONAL HIGHLIGHTS: 
fom map tutor Madame Nibou 


© Taught humibity and fashion aunar 


MENTORS (PLEASE SPECIFY IE MAGICAL): 
Madame Nilsu and Maman agree that L am the perfect 


LEGACY RELATIVES): 

Marquis of Carabas. Ne starred im hia sunn fairy tate, but 
for some nason people andy member hia dumb cat urs 
were boots, 
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SPECIAL TALENTS OR ABILITIES: 
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iF YOUR HOUSE WERE BURNING DOWN, WHAT OR WHO WOULD YOU SAVE? 
Lt would. menos burm down! D read. a bask en. 

CAN LAGRINLAY four, race ance, 48. Lar pretty duane, Ad, be 
alle. to put sut a fire ma matter he sige without f Losing a 
single belsmging. 


IF YOU WERE THROWING A PARTY, WHO WOULD YOU INVITE? 
Å mom sasso many pesple, ao. the truth ia, Pad spen 
db te EANAANL 58: ma ANA wendd think Lb unas playing 


IET WERE AN ANIMAL, I'D LIKE TO BE f: 


Butterflaj but only if L cam change the cols. of my 
unmgs ushemertes el, uam, 


REASONS FOR WANTING TO ATTEND THE SCHOOL FOR GOOD AND EVIL: 


> Aa qualified, T ihn 






ADMISSIONS NOTES 


While | have no doubt that Delia is committed to achieving excellence 
in every aspect of her life, I gather from her responses that she feels 

as though she has already learned everything she needs to know. We 
expect our incoming Evers and Nevers to be like sponges, ready to soak 
up all that their new environment has to offer. My concern with Delia is 
that ber arrogance will preclude her from truly achieving her potential 
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éIdmissions Form 
for Descendants 


NAME 
Jelef of Kingdom Kyrzios 


ADDRESS: 

Jolct 

827 Kidney Bean Street 
Hot Stew Circle 
Kingdom Kyrgios 


EDUCATIONAL HIGHLIGHTS: 

* Stayed awake during a foll lecture 

* Built a pile of walavt-shells on mu desk 

E Watched an ant walk from one side of the classroom te 
the other without blinking 

# Learned how to raise both eyebrows at the same time 


MENTORS (PLEASE SPECIFY IE MAGICAL): 
T don't like the noises in my house, and my shadow has been 
very comforting and protective. 


LEGACY RELATIVES): 

My great-aunt Phyllis was a Mofrig Or is it gritfom? Either 
way, she went to the School for Good and Evil and then got 
to live the rest cf her life as a sloth, with unlmited naps: 





FAVORITE BOOK: 





SPECIAL TALENTS OR ABILITIES: 
T can almost Lit na barrel. 


IF YOUR HOUSE WERE BURNING DOWN. WHAT OR WHO WOULD YOU SAVE? 
My barrel 


IF YOU WERE THROWING A PARTY. WHO WOULD YOU INVITE? 

T don't know that mary people, but T would want someone to 
bring food, someone. to bring drinks, someone to bring ice... oh, 
and someone to send out the mvitations. 


IFT WERE AN ANIMAL, I'D LIKE TO BEI: 
Earthworm, so T can burrow into a hole in the ground at the 
first sign of trovble. 


REASONS FOR WANTING TO ATTEND THE SCHOOL FOR GOOD AND EVIL: 
Tf sounds easy, plos, E ve been asked not to return to the 
school in my town. 


ADMISSIONS NOTES 





School for Good (a love of comfort and an appreciation of sufficient 
rest), for the most part, I have a hard time believing that this person is 
willing to fight for any cause, Good or Evil. 

—Princess UMA 


Admissions Por 
for Read 





“ADMISSIONS DIRECTOR'S NOTE: Admission or Rejection isn’t 


always so cut and dried! Have a look at one of our thornier cases . .. 


NAME ADDRESS: 

Nicola of Woods Beyond Nicola (Ask for He) 
[Submitted by her friend Hunter because 11 Honeycomb Circle 
no way if She applying cn her own) Pe SEE TA 

EDUCATIONAL HIGHLIGHTS: r i 


* founder of the Gavaldon unisex rugby team 


* Currently campaigning for the girls’ uniforms to 
include pants instead of skirts 


MOST ADMIRED PERSON: 


Sho admires any girl who challenges a boy To 2 Fight 
and wins. 


- FAVORITE BOOK: | 
A Girl’s Guide to Survival in a Mans World 


IETWERE AN ANIMAL. ID LIKE TO BE fi: 
A boncho, because the males of the species are 


submissive to the females. 


IE YOU WERE MAROONED ON fl DESERTED ISLAND. 

WHAT 3 THINGS WOULD YOU WANT TO HAVE? 

1) A soccer ball 

2) A hockey stick 

3) A fet of dumbbells land none of this 5-lb. nonsense) 






C-»rrom THE OFFICE OF AUGUST E. SADER~ 












A word to our future Deans: 
In a class to come, you will encoun 
Woods Beyond. You will see no imme 
that you override your misgivings. 





tera prospective student named Nicola of 
mediate reason to accept her. But I request 
As usual, L cannot answer any questions 
as to why, not only because seers cannot answer questions, but also because 
y discover this note. But 1 will say this: her 


1 will be long dead by the time yor 
to our school will play a crucial role in its future survival. 















































acceptance 





Dean Sophie TEE he dike 
—_—_—_—_— 


Dean fe Shall we flip a coin? 














Dean Sophie. € Come EUER and tll do it | KR 
Dean Dovey: Ill be do $ x d 
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A YEAR OF EVIL DEEDS 


by Gorden of DY lego D) 
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IN PRAISE OF MISSING TEETH 
by QUNKI OF NUPUR LALA 


When I was a child 

My teeth shimmered like spun gold 
But I felt that my shining smile 
Clashed with my darkened soul. 


I tried to dye my hair 

1 tried to change my clothes 
But despite my grandest efforts 
I looked sweeter than a rose. 


Then one day a girl in class 
Tried to take my lunch 

It made me very angry 

So I threw a heavy punch, 


She hit me back quite hard 

Right below the lip 

I felt the pain course through my mouth 
And my stomach began to flip, 


Now without my two front teeth 
Tam finally myself 

They're better off sitting 

` Ina bottle on my shelf 
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Dear Students, 


From dining to history to class descriptions, we've given youa 
thorough introduction to the school that will be your home for 
the next three years. That said, if you have any further questions 
about the School for Good and Evil, your Deans or your teachers 
can surely answer them. We hope the Ever Never Handbook has 
provided you with all you need to be successful as you begin your 
education here. Most important, we hope it has given you the 
confidence and determination to find your Ever or Never After, 


like so many others have before. 


Best of luck and see you in the halls! 


Chrisa Dovey | 
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THE LATE 
KING ARTHUR OF CAMELOT 
AND HIS FORMER QUEEN, 
GUINEVERE, 
ALONG WITH THE LATE 
CALLIS OF NETHERWOOD 


REQUEST THE HONOR OF YOUR PRESENCE 
AT THE WEDDING OF THEIR CHILDREN 
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Calling All Readers! 


` Dear Readers, 


For the first time in our history, we are now accepting 
applications from you to attend our prestigious school! 


‘Think you have what it takes? Below is a list of required 
reading for every applicant. You MUST finish it if you hope 

to apply successfully, although acing a fashion challenge or a 
light torture test will also put you miles ahead.* 


(*Prof. Dovey's note: This is the Dean of Evil’s idea of “humor” 
Please simply complete ihe reading.) 


Signed, 
Clarissa Dovey & Sophie of Woods Beyond 
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READER APPLICATION FO N KORM 
NAME: Bogden of Woods Beyond 
ADDRESS: Bogden. C4 Druid Lane. Gavaldon 


EDUCATIONAL HIGHLIGHTS: 

> Voted "Most Likely to Be Run Out of Town” 

at Gavaldon Primary Schoat 

> Suspended for hiding a bee in Fatima’s lunch box 


MOST ADMIRED PERSON: 
| admire Sophie of Woods Beyord ter escaping this awful 
town and becoming the best witch ever. 


FAVORITE BOOK: 
Whatever | can stand on to see into people's houses. 
Dictionaries or atlases are geod. 


IF I WERE AN ANIMAL, I’D LIKETO BEA: 
Fruit bat. because they can hide in small crannies and make 
girls scream. 

TELL US WHY YOU WANT TO ATTEND OUR SCHOOL: 
if | stay here, I'll end up a blacksmith or a baker with all the 
rough parts of me scrubbed cut. They ll make me normal. | 
dont want to be normal. | want to be ME. 


REASONS FOR WANTING TO ATTEND THE SCHOOL FOR 
COOD AND EVIL: 
Cause ve waited my whole life to be kidnapped. 








